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Clear Out the Chaos 
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: Tech advice 
_ you can trust! 


e Our tests are performed by experienced 
reviewers in our Labs under the 
supervision of Editor John Gillooly 


e Our brand new benchmarks have 
been tailor-made to reflect 
real-world computing needs 


e We put tech through its paces — 
seriously. From processing power to 
battery life, from usability to screen 
brightness, our tests are exhaustive 

e We will always offer an honest and 
unbiased opinion for every review 


THE TEAM... 


Managing Editor 
David Hollingworth 


E dhollingworth@haymarketmedia.com.au 
T @atomicmpc 


I've trying to get the crew to join my 
Aliens multiplayer games, but they keep 
overreacting and disconnecting. 


Video Producer 
Josh Lundberg 


E jlunderberg@haymarketmedia.com.au 
T @MrJosh86 


Sony has a new PlayStation on the way, 
which means this year’s Call of Duty is 
going to be the awesomest one yet. 


CONTACT US... 


Call us 

(02) 8399 361] 

E-mail us 
inbox@pcandtechauthority.com.au 


(ra) Facebook 
| www.facebook.com/ 
\_ UY pcandtechauthority 


Twitter 
Y @pctechauthority 


over the past year we have spent a huge amount of time 
with Windows 8, from pre-release all the way through 
launch and beyond. While we have done a lot with our 
own personal systems, this month we've gathered 
together an assortment of devices built specifically for Windows 8 
and its touch interface. Over a massive 23 pages we compare devices, 
as well as delve into the usability of the weird and wonderful form 
factors that these devices have adopted in order to make Windows 

8 shine. Even if you aren't in the market for one, it provides a 
fascinating insight into where mobile PC design is headed. 

Our other major feature this month involves a dive into the 
ever proliferating number of online services vying for your 
attention, laying down a list of the best 50 services out there. From 
entertainment to productivity and everything in between, we look 
at the popular, and more obscure, offerings so you don't have to sift 
through the junk to find the good stuff. 

We have also taken a look at the growing importance of Free to Play 
games, which are seen by many as the future of gaming - especially 
on the PC. Not that we have neglected the big releases in the gaming 
world, with Crysis 3 setting anew benchmark for gaming graphics and 
Aliens: Colonial Marines setting a new benchmark for failure. 


John Gillooly 
E jgillooly@haymarketmedia.com.au 


you C 


Also, don't forget to check out the 

ey iPad version, packed with exclusive 

OFS interactive content complementing 

an fPh the regular magazine. Here's asample 
of what you can expect: 


> Video: Get video tutorials, game 
trailers and more 


> Image Galleries: Get a better look 
at some of the products reviewed 


> 360 View: Get up close with tech 
from every angle. 


> Get the app: PC & Tech Authority 
for iPad http://tinyurl.com/iPADPCTA 


www.ocandtechauthority.com.au April 2013 3 


PROTEC 


YOU VALUE. 


Prevent viruses and = 
hackers with McAfee 
Award Winning security 
for your PC, smartphones 
and tablets 


Buy with Confidence 

© 30-Day Money Back Guarantee 
e Free Support 

°McAfee SECURE site 


No paying for parking 
or waiting in line. Go 
to au.mcafee.com or 
call 1800 998 887 for 
your instant download 


Scan this QR code with 
your smart phone or visit 
www.mcafee.com/PCTech | 
to get 20% off McAfee 
Total Protection’ 


*Offer ends March 31, 2013. 20% off does not apply to 
any other products. Not valid with any other offer. 


Need TECHDESK 


IF YOU HAVE A STORY OR 
POINT TO MAKE, SEND IT IN! 
TELL US YOUR ANECDOTES, 
OPINION & TALES OF WOE 


ECH ADVICE YOU 


ene 


eGup Test 16 SECURITY SUITES 
UT THROUGH THEIR PACES 


ate ‘OU ERASE YOUR ONLINE 
HISTORY? WE FOUND OUT, 


MOBILE SECURITY: BEST APPS| 
TO KEEP YOUR DEVICES SECURE| 


WHY A SINGLE PASSWORDIS THE BEST SOLUTION| 
USING FREE TOOLS TO RECOVER LOST DATA 


LETTER OF THE MONTH 

I couldn't help but be amused by your 
pointing out that people should shop 
around for renewal costs on Internet 
Security packages (Page 70, March 2013). 
Did you realize your own publisher 
Haymarket employs exactly the same 
method for subscriptions? Existing 
subscribers are sent renewal notices for 
more than the cost of a new subscription! 
Granted, the difference in price is 
relatively small - but I for one would 
prefer to be treated as a valued customer. 
M. King 


John Gillooly says: You know, 
this is a very fair point. There’s 
always a huge drive to get new 
subscribers for any publication, 
and it’s easy to then sort of 
forget about the current, regular 
subscribers. And you’re right 

— it just shouldn’t happen. So, 
rest assured, we're talking your 
suggestions (and those of other 
readers who have mentioned this) 
in stride, and are looking at how 
we can offer more to our valued 
readers who already subscribe to 
the magazine. Thanks for getting 
in touch! 


ANDROID LOVES APPLE 
Ijust purchased a Nexus 7 mini tablet. | 
have been an Apple ithing fan for ages, 
and loved the iPad 3 (waited for the 
Retina Display). wanted the iPad mini for 


Gettin 
in touc 


MAIL 

Inbox, 50 Victoria Street, 
McMahons Point, 

NSW 2060 


WEB 
pcandtechauthority. 
com.au 


EMAIL 

inbox@pcand 
techauthority.com.au 
Please limit letters 

to 200 words, where 
possible. Letters may be 
edited for style and toa 
more suitable length. 


travel, but it had a worse processor and 
display, and was just a fraction too big to 
hold in one hand compared to the Nexus. 

The $120 price difference was a factor, 
but not a major one. Plus I knew a Retina 
Display model was due anytime, but I 
needed a mini pad now. 

I was impressed with the Nexus. 
Pretty much anything on an iPad was 
as good on Android - EXCEPT - no iCloud 
access via browsers! 

Come on Android, really stick it to 
Apple and give access on your devices, 
even tools to allow importing iCloud 
calendars to Google world, just like you 
can import internet settings to Chrome. 

(Or is it Apple restricting this access? If 
so I take it all back... still love the Nexus.) 
D. Rosner 


John Gillooly says: | think you might 
be waiting a little while for that kind 
of bipartisan support... 


GET WITH THE PROGRAM 
Great article on The Wheel of Time 
series, 

If Robert Jordan's widow is so 
worried about integrity then she 
wouldn't have let another writer 
finish off the book. 

It really astounds me how so many 
executives in the “creative” industries 
such as books and music distribution 
have gotten it so wrong for sucha 
long time. 

First day release - all digital, all 
paperback, all hardcover! 

Lets all get with the program. 

M. Hall 


John Gillooly says: Glad you liked 


the article, and totally agree with the 
sentiment! 


LETTER OF 
THE MONTH 


This month’s letter of 


the month will receive 
the STM HOOD laptop 
backpack thanks to the 
guys at STM. 

www.stmbags.com 


| TOP SITE COMMENTS 


Maybe they’re doing the opposite 
of Aliens: Colonial Marines — 
crappy looking trailer but it’ll be 
great when it’s released? 
twoworlds being more than 
generous about the Star 
Trek game. Web ID: 333558 


YAY! Renewed robo joy for me! 
btone gets inappropriately 
excited about Robosapien. 
Web ID: 333497 


No one plays shooters on PC 
anymore? In the immortal words 
of Forrest Gump, “Stupid is as 
stupid does” 

Ekythump on Bungie’s 
comments about console 
shooters. Web ID: 333521 


Now there’s a seriously useful 
App. :-) Pity | ride a Triumph! 
amcmo is just an easy rider. 
Web ID: 333495 


Google Glasses, who needs a 
watch? 

photohounds on his ideal 
counter to the iWatch. 
Web ID: 333346 


Yeah | passed on this disaster 
and | have instead put my funds 
towards the new Tomb Raider 
game. At least that game studio 
has a proven track record with 
previous Tomb Raider games. 
Mekhios, agreeing 

with us on how big a 
disappointment the new 
Aliens: Colonial Marines is. 
Web ID: 333267 


Want to read more? Head to 
www.pcandtechauthority. 
com.au and search for the 
Web ID to see the full story 
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TECH NEWS 


LATEST TRENDS AND PRODUCTS IN THE WORLD OF TECHNOLOGY 


YATANGO: KEEP YOUR 
PHONE, BUT DITCH 
YOUR OLD CONTRACT! 


A NEW, ‘SOCIAL TELCO WANTS TO CHANGE THE WAY 
WE USE OUR PHONES — AND STOP THE GOUGING! 


No, we hadn't either - after all, the 

name hardly sounds like a company 
that would be rubbing shoulders with 
Telstra, Optus, and Vodafone. Yet Yatango 
(www.yatangomobile.com.au) is doing 
more than that - it’s not only bringing a 
whole new model of social networking to 
mobile phone plans, but it’s also got an even 
higher goal in mind. 

To stop the gouging. 

Yatango isa first in the telco space, 
inspired in part by the word-of-mouth 
model of Spotify. But it takes the social 
aspect of the modern internet even 
further, utilising you, your social links, and 
the power of crowdsourcing to deliver a 
custom contract for up to three personal 
devices, 

“We want Yatango to be a powerfully 
disruptive influence,” the company’s 
founder and CEO, Andy Taylor told us 
today. “We're creating a consumer driven 
model for the business, that’s all about 
collaborative consumption.” 

He's passionate, and just alittle 
buzzwordy, but he's also got a compelling 
business model. 

Yatango currently has only seven staff; 
they're not selling hardware, so have no 


= ver heard of a telco called Yatango? 


Earn Credit 
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Personalise Your Plan 


warehouses to manage, or stock to keep 
on hand. The company’s even outsourced 
getting SIM cards to customers. In short, 
Yatango is all about reducing overheads, 
and letting users help themselves. 

“We have no call center - we use a 
combination of an internal support team 
and user recommendations,” Andy said. 
Basically, Yatango crowdsources tech 
support. 

When you think about it, it's not abad 
idea. Look at most situations where a 
device is proving tricky, and the first place 
most people look for help is among their 
friends. Yatango formalises this situation 
by leveraging the inherently social nature 
of its phone service, which is tightly 
integrated via Facebook and Google+. 
What's more, you can earn credit on your 
contract by helping others, or referring 
friends to the service. Yatango will even 
suggest other people who should be part 
of your network, based on usage and call 
patterns. 

The real key of Yatango, and where a lot 
of people who feel locked into multi-year 
contracts will really see the attraction, isin 
how open the billing and contract system 
is. Calls, data and SMS are all set on simple 
sliders on a user's online dashboard, and 


Transparency & Control 


nobile az 


More > 


GEES EERSTE 


these can be changed month to month. 
Yatango's billing is all about breaking 

down your call data, too, so youcan then 
further tailor your contract, not just month 
to month, but week to week, even day to 
day. You can even automatically set things 
like call-forwarding and global roaming 
without having to call anyone. 

With all of this functionality, you also 
save a lot of money. “The other telcos 
gouge, and that's where the whole bill 
shock thing comes in,” Andy told us. “Our 
overheads are small, and we can pass ona 
lot of that to users.” 

Which is not to say they're not making 
money. “We have investors and all that, 
and yes, we're a business. But there's no 
need for us to gouge like everyone else.” 

And the whole issue of tying into 
Facebook, so soon after the service hada 
big outage? “Yeah, that was bad timing,” he 
laughs. 

For the future Andy and his team are 
looking at some big ideas, like trying to 
establish a truly global network, without 
exorbitant international call fees. For 
now, though, it’s certainly looking like an 
interesting option for people who prize 
flexibility over restrictive contracts. 
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Peace Of Mind LAST CHRISTMAS: 
U2 Breathe = Wham 


The Fixx 


RDIO LAUNCHES FREE MUSIC 
STREAMING ON THE WEB 


PIRATING MUSIC IS SO PASSE; RDIO TEMPTS MUSIC LOVERS 
OVER TO THE SUBSCRIPTION MODEL WITH FREE ACCESS TO 


MILLIONS OF SONGS 


It seems that Adobe may not have been 
thinking its recent efforts to help out 
users of recently End-of-life-ed Creative 
Suite 2 all the way through. 

As of December 13 last year, the 
software company disabled the 
activation server for the now seven- 
year-old suite of products. To help users 
caught out by the de-activation, Adobe 
hosted a download site (http://tinyurl. 
com/b7nvlmw) for the whole CS2 suite, 
along with serial keys, for the suite as a 
whole, and individual applications. 

It's been thought by a lot of users and 
web commentators that Adobe is being 
all nice, and just giving stuff away, but 
this is not in fact the case. 

“. to ensure that any customers 
activating those old versions can 
continue to use their software, we 
issued a serial number directly to those 
customers,” Adobe said ina statement. 
“While this might be interpreted as 
Adobe giving away software for free, 
we did it to help our customers.” 


There is one important line in the 
instructions here that someone seems 
to have forgotten to implement: “Sign 
in using your Adobe ID and download 
your application.” It just so happens, 
however, that anyone can download the 
executables, and the serial keys are all 
just listed there for the taking. 

It does seem generous, but it’s worth 
pointing out that the now relatively 
ancient software is a bit long in the 
tooth. The Mac versions of the suite, for 
instance, will only run ona PowerPC 
processor. 

Nonetheless, this is likely too good 
an opportunity for many to pass up. 

If you want to get Adobe software on 
multiple systems for less, this is a good 
option. 


TECHDESK 


NEWS 


ADOBE, 
APPLE AND 
MICROSOFT 
TO FRONT IT 
PRICING 
INQUIRY 


THREE OF THE BIGGEST 
TECH COMPANIES IN THE 
LOCAL LANDSCAPE WILL 
APPEAR BEFORE THE 
HOUSE COMMITTEE ON 
INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
COMMUNICATIONS. 


are three companies that are highly 
conspicuous by their absence. Adobe, 
Apple and Microsoft have all refused 
to provide evidence to the inquiry; 
however, they may no longer havea 
choice, having all three been subpoenaed 
to appear before the House Committee 
on Infrastructure and Communications. 
The three companies will appear ata 
public hearing on the 22nd of March. 
Though prominent refusers, Apple, 
Adobe and Microsoft are not alone in 
their lack of co-operation. Given that all 
three companies will no doubt be called 
on to defend, in particular, the difference 
in digital pricing for Australian 
products, it can ci be hoped that game 
publishers will also be called upon in the 
future. 


OAYrE 
BRINGS IN 
E-GIF TING 


SKYPE HAS ANNOUNCED THE 
RELEASE OF SKYPE 6.2 FOR 
MAC AND WINDOWS. 


kype 6.2 for Mac and Windows 
& is essentially a maintenance 

release, although Windows users 
will notice a new-look top toolbar, Four 
icons immediately above the Contacts 
list and Recent Conversations tab 
provide quick access to Home, Calling 
Phones, Creating Groups and Adding 
Contacts. 


( n the ongoing IT pricing inquiry there 
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Are you a digital hoarder? Is your email or social 
networking account owt of control? Take a peek into 
the clutter that can make up your digital life. 


ace spends a: 
average of 15 boars and 33 
nutes on thi 


ete YOUR 
DIGITAL 
REPUTATION 


An average Facebook user has 


229 friends, 16°44 


he/she doesn't personally know. CO 
An average Twitter user has » 


126 followers, (= 


The average netizen has / ¢ only 35% Nc abies 
profiles 1 2 social peopie. 


in networking sites 
and manages @@@@@@@ More than 60NMI photos are added to 
| email @@@@@@@ Facebook each week. That's equivalent to 


addresses. Q@@@@@@@@ 57B of disk space! 


DYDD DDDDD. \ fn Oia \fn) Gul da 
» Around 190K Tweets » » (2 a 2 G4) g>) qa ‘@ 
yw are sent per day. 9) 39 9 Vg 160 Ihowrs' worth of videos are 
ODD DYDD DYDD YD 0) £7) uploaded to YouTube per minute. 


~ 


Do you want to declutter your digital life? Check out our e-guide, 


“Putting an End to Digital Clutter” (http://about-threats.trendmicro.com/ebooks, 
putting-an-end-to-digital-clutter/). 


Sources _http://online.wsj.com Ree/techeruncheeern http://www radicati.org 
http://www.pcmag.com http://Www.comscore.com p://www.internetwor stats.com 
http://store.steampowered.com http://www.ctia.org http://www.guardian.co.uk | 
http://www.ediscoveryreadingroom.com http: //technet.microsoft.com http: //www.popularmechanics.com 
http://www.cultofmac.com : F http://blog.facebook.com 

p rm hitp://royal.pingdom.com races : 
http://www.mediafinance.org http: //pewinternet.org ttp://www.jeffbullas.com 
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NEVER SETTLE: 


Beat the winter blues with the best games, on the best graphics. 


Become the deadliest predator on the planet. 
Subdue your prey as a Nanosuit soldier armed with 
a state-of-the-art arsenal, like AMD Radeon™ 
graphics. Assess. Adapt. Attack. And never settle for 
less than the best. 


Get Radeon™ in your system. 
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Homebush NSW 2140 
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Proudly Distributed by Achieva Technology 
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Dove 


Dove Electronics Ltd. 

10 Print Place, Middleton, PO Box 33-166, 
Christchurch, New Zealand. 

Tel: 03-338 4722 

Fax: 03-338 5564 

www.dove.co.nz 
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Tel: 09-526 9200 Fax: 09-526 5493 
www.pbtech.co.nz 


©2013 SAPPHIRE Technology LTD. All rights reserved. © 2013 Advanced Micro Devices, Inc. All rights reserved, AMD, the AMD Arrow logo, Radeon, and combinations thereof are trademarks of Advanced Micro Devices, Inc. All rights reserved. 
Microsoft and DirectX are registered trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other jurisdictions. 

Images for Take-Two Interactive Software, Inc © 2002-2013. Developed by Irrational Games. BioShock, BioShock Infinite, Irrational Games, 2K Games and their respective logos are trademarks of Take-Two Interactive Software, Inc. 

Images for Crysis 3 © 2013 Crytek GmbH. All Rights Reserved. Crysis, Crytek and CryENGINE are trademarks of Crytek GmbH. EA and the EA logo are trademarks of Electronic Arts Inc. 
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eg MOST WANTED 


TEAM FORTRESS 2 
ACTION FIGURES 


So, there’s no denying it - these Team Fortress 2 action figures are 
pretty cool. You can get the Pyro or the Demo guy in either blue or 
orange, and they boast weapons & accessories, an impressive 25 
points of articulation, and even special in-game items. 
But the Pyro guy in particular is a bit of a missed opportunity. 
Real, dedicated Pyro fans need some proper Pyro props, 
like pretty flowers and unicorns, and happy things... which 
is how this awesome TF2 trailer (http://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=9cNh0OO71IWk) suggests he actually sees the world. 
That would rock. 
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BOSE SOUNDDOCK 
SERIES III 


Snotty-nosed audio purists will almost certainly mock the 
idea of Bluetooth audio, and they probably think ‘docks’ 
aren't much better. But a Bose dock? Surely that’s something 
interesting. 

The SoundDock III is designed for the latest iPhones, iPod 
Touch and Nano, and is a thing of sleek beauty and design. 
With a remote control, you can dock your device, sit back, and 
bliss out to “accurate, detailed, room-filling sound”. Not ‘Rom- 
filling’ sound, however, which is a typo that can only boggle 
the mind of any Star Trek: Deep Space Nine fan.*shudder* 


NUFORCE $3-BT 
BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS 


It's not unusual these days to have handy access to huge 
portions - if not the entirety - of your music collection 
wherever you are. With high capacity tablets and 
smartphones so common now, you can pretty much listen 
to your favourite tracks whenever you want. 

What might be lacking, though, is sound quality. 

One way to get around that, while also avoiding cord 
clutter, is with the S3-BT speakers from NuForce. They 
connect wirelessly to your mobile devices and deliver full, 
CD quality audio. Of course, these still need to be plugged 
into a wall, so they're not perfect, but they're great for 
travellers, or annoying everyone on your trainif it's one 
of the models that still has power outlets in the carriage. 
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4 COMBAT CREATURES 


If you dig those fantastic shows where teams battle horrifically destructive 
robots against each other, you have two options if you want to get into the 
hobby yourself. Either get a degree in robotics or mechanical engineering, or 
pickup some Attacknids. 

This Combat Creatures’ Attacknid is a pretty cool toy - it’s a remote- 
controlled, multi-legged robot that stands (scuttles?) ten inches high. With six 
legs, a projectile weapon system, and it's even based on a real battle-bot built 
by a possibly insane Canadian inventor. 

We only know we want a pair. We promise not to distract the rest of the 
office... much. 


4 LED LENSER FORCE FI 


If you've ever found yourself in a tight spot - say, lying on your back, under 
a desk, trying to work out why your router/PC/AV setup is on the fritz - the 
Force F1 could be the perfect torch. 

It's also handy if you just like insanely small, insanely effective tech. So... all 
y'all. 

The Force F1 is a hyper-bright, military-grade LED torch. It only does one 
thing - light up - but it does it scarily well. In the words of Lenser, it’s “like 
carrying the sun around in your pocket”. It's waterproof up to two metres, has 
a temperature control senser, a durable body, It’s the sexiest torch we've ever 
seen. Where can we get one? 
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1. NEWS 


AMING NEWS 


FIFTH TOTAL WAR: ROME II 
FACTION REVEALED - THE AVERNI! 


THE LATEST PLAYABLE FACTION ARE GALLIC BARBARIANS, 
INTENT ON REMAINING FREE OF ROMAN INFLUENCE AT ALL COSTS. 


he fifth faction for the upcoming 
i Total War: Rome II has been 
revealed, and it's another band of 
warlike Celts. 

The Averni hail from what today is 
called France, but back then was known 
as Gaul. The Averni are a tribal people of 
natural warriors. 

Heavily dependent on infantry, the 
Averni make great use of javelins and 
the devastating impact of the charge, led 
by elite warriors such as Spear Nobles 
and Oathsworn. It is by fighting this way 
that leaders have earned their places as 
champions, proving themselves in conflict. 

For more info on the Averni, check out 


Australia's #1 Data Recovery Company 


the Rome II wiki. And make sure to havea 
close look at these menacing barbarians in 
the stupidly detailed screenshot. Check out 
those epic 'taches! 


ABRAMS WILL EAT 
THE WORLD AFTER 
MAKING PORTAL, 
HALF LIFE MOVIES 


GABE NEWELL AND JJ ABRAMS REVEAL 
PLANS FOR A KILLER MOVE MATCH-UP 
AT DICE 2013 SUMMIT IN LAS VEGAS. 
Not content with running Star Trek, or 
opening up new vistas of Star Wars films, 
film maker and show runner enfant 
terrible JJ Abrams - with a little help from 
Valve visionary Gabe Newell - has hinted 
at a future where he also makes Portal 
and Half Life movies. 

Appearing together at a banter-filled 
keynote at the Academy of Interactive Arts 
and Sciences DICE Summit in Las Vegas 
(apparently, what happens in Vegas is now 
good for world-wide consumption), the 
pair spoke on the subject of cross-platform 
storytelling. Ultimately, though, the pair 
believe more can be achieved in the realm 
of story-telling by working together. 

“There’s an idea we have for a game 
that we'd like to work with Valve on,” 
said Abrams, while Newell commented 
that “We're going to figure out if we can 
make a Portal movie or Half-Life movie 
together.” 

It can only be assumed that, since 
Abrams is working on the next Star 
Wars trilogy, he’ll also have input on the 
standalone movies that Disney’s rumoured 
to be working on. If all of this comes 
together, JJ Abrams could be on the way 
to becoming a veritable Geek God. 

Truly, only Joss Whedon could save us 
from such a fate. 
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THE STANLEY PARABLE 


GAME half Life2 WEBSITE www.moddb.com/mods/the-stanley-parable/ 


ith games like the recently- 
released Proteus showing us 
that some games can be very 


un-game-like in nature, and that this can be 
a good thing, comes The Stanley Parable. By 
its own admission the mod is - to paraphrase 
- an experiment in video game storytelling, 
where perhaps you may find there's no story 
at all, nor even a game. It's about freedom 
and choice, and neither of these at the same 
time. The only thing that is sure is that it will 
make sense at the end. Maybe. 

Itis perhaps one of the few games where 
the Jess you know beforehand, the more 
you will enjoy it. To describe what you do or 
what happens misses the point - you just 
have to play itand see. And soon this, no 
more shall be said. If you want some form of 
encouragement: it’s one of the most popular 
mods of all time on ModDB, with a rating of 
9,5, andis currently in Steam’s Greenlight 
process to be released officially on Steam. 

That's all I'm going to say, Stanley. 


SHTUP 


GAME Half Life 
WEBSITE wwwsystemshock.org/index. 
php?topic=22.0 


mmm. SHTUP, an amusing 
M acronym, but also the main 

mod to have when you replay 
that classic of classics System Shock 2 - 
recently re-released for the first time by 
Good Old Games (www.gog.com). 

The world is divided into those who 
have played and seen the greatness of 
System Shock 2 and those who haven't. If 
you're among the latter, your only course 
of action is to go, buy it and play it now 
(dirt cheap, $10, being an old game) and 
thereby join the rest of humanity. Not to 
over-dramatise it or anything. 

But classic as it is, it shows its age. 
The story, the atmosphere, and the 
gameplay are still as pristine as they 
ever were, but with today’s planet- 
busting powerful PCs the graphics do 
look a little yesteryear (technically, 
yester-decade, but I digress). And for 


this the SHTUP (Shock Texture Update (www.systemshock.org/index. 
Project) goes along way to making php?topic=8.0), the other essential 
your shocked journey even more System Shock 2 mod that provides high- 
engrossing. Higher-resolution textures poly models for many of the nasties you 
and replacement models breathe new encounter, and your return to meet the 
life into the terrifying cornersofthe Von horrors of SHODAN - one of gaming's 


Braun. Ideally, pair SHTUP with Rebirthe mosticonic villains - will be complete. 
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Adding up the 
cost of pre-paid 


PRE-PAID PRICING IS JUST ANOTHER TELCO HEADACHE FOR CONSUMERS 


internet access and made a few calls. 
After a week of occasional use I 
checked my balance and found out I 
had only S6 credit left.” 

Steve tried to access his voicemail to 
hear missed messages. “As a first-time 
user, I was asked to provide a pin for 
security reasons. | tried to do this, but 
gave up after three attempts through 

dropouts and time taken.” 

Steve got anasty shock a bit 

later. "After I checked my account, 

I found Telstra had charged $1.07 

each time to access voicemail 

even though I received no 
messages. They further charged 
$0.69 per minute of call plus 39c 
per connection. A 65-second phone 
call cost me $1.77." 
: Telstra has four pre-paid plans with 
| different pricing for each one. This 
: alone can make it difficult to compare 
: plans with other providers and work 
he : out which one offers the best value. 
: The Encore charges 89c per 60 seconds 
: with a 39c connection fee for landline 
yle. Rosalyn : callsin Australia. The Beyond Talk 
: 2008 winner of : plan costs 78c per 60 seconds witha 
; the Best Consumer : 39c connection fee. Credit lasts for 30 
: Technology Journalist } days for both of these pre-paid plans. 
: atthe |T Journalism : The Simplicity charges 15c for calls 
: awards. Herworkis : withno connection fee, but credit 
: publishedinarange last for different times fron 30 days 
: Of newspapers : to 180 days depending on how much 
! and magazines : you purchase. The Long Life plan 


here probably isn’t another 
i industry that has bamboozled 
consumers as badly as the 
telco industry in the last 10 years with 
pricing that is difficult to understand 
and unhelpfully complicated plans. 

The major telco providers have 
conveniently divided their plans into 
neat little categories around ‘talk’ or 
‘text’ or ‘Facebook time’ or ‘extreme 
use’. The plans put the emphasis 
on one service or feature. These 
categories are undoubtedly 
created by the marketing and 
sales boffins to capture as many 
different consumers as possible 
and force them into boxes that 
supposedly match their phone 
usage. But if you've ever looked at 
different plans and wondered which 
lifestyle category suits you or why 
the plans don't suit you, it's because 
people don't typically fit into neat little 
usage boxes. 

Steve wrote to Investigator about 
how he felt done over with Telstra 
pre-paid pricing. "My son gave me 
anew smartphone for Christmas, 
unfortunately it was with Telstra. I 
stopped using Telstra about five years 
ago as my ISP and landline supplier 
because they just weren't competitive 
enough.” 

“Armed with a $20 prepaid voucher 
I set up my phone. ] used minimal 
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“It’s only possible 
to upsize toa 
more expensive 
plan, and costly to 
downsize...” 


charges 78c per 60 seconds witha 
39c connection fee. Credit on this plan 
can last from 60 days to 12 months 
depending on the amount purchased, 
with some ‘bonus’ minutes for longer- 
lasting credit. 

Now compare all those costs 
and work out what suits you best. 
Confused? Now you have to go to the 
other providers and then compare 
them to calculate the best price for 
using your phone to make a call or send 
a message. At least with pre-paid there 
is an option to change plans virtually 
on the fly if it doesn’t suit, whereas 
with post-paid plans you're locked into 
a contract for two years, so it's usually 
only possible to upsize to a more 
expensive plan and costly to downsize 
to a cheaper. 

Steve has taken his smartphone 
business elsewhere. "A quick visit to 
the nearest Telstra shop informed me 
that to unlock the phone would cost 
$100, which is what I have chosen 
to do. By using my new phone with 
Amaysim it's costing about two-thirds 
less than Telstra with more benefits.” 

This ‘confusopoly’ of plans with 
different pricing and inclusions just 
makes it hard for people to compare like 
with like when it comes to plans from 
different providers. It creates ‘lifestyle’ 
plans that are an artificial construct that 
most consumers don't need or want. 

Consumers just need phone calls, 
messaging and data - the three main 
components in a phone plan - and they 
need to be able to easily and quickly 
compare the cost of these to get the 
best deal. 

Investigator can't predict if this 
situation will change anytime soon. 
Telcos must show prices for standard 
calls, text and data usage, but this 
doesn't stop them from inventing a 
range of plans that will continue to 
make comparing costs a frustrating 
experience. 


HAD AN ISSUE 
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Meet the GX700, Antec’s original rugged 


enclosure. Now builders can assemble 
and expand faster with tool-less drive 
bays and customizable HDD trays. It is 
built with Antec’s signature solid steel 
construction and comes equipped with 
unique features and clean lines. In 
addition to its bold design the GX 700 
integrates advanced cooling support, so 
wherever you go, the GX700 is ready for 
the challenge. 


sa) 


Unique click-on clasps to further secure 
external drives 


02 9742 3988 
02 9648 1818 
02 9726 2818 


ddcomputer.com.au 
techbuy.com.au 
jw.com.au 


03 9560 2288 
07 3369 3928 


msy.com.au 
umart.com.au 


NSW 
MSY Technology Pty Ltd 
ARC Computers 
Esel Pty Ltd. - MWave 
IJK International P/L 
Online Centre P/L 
TX Computer Solutions Pty Ltd 
Impact Systems Technology Pty Ltd 


03 9560 2288 
02 97488322 

1300 727 446 
02 9745 0877 
02 9211 0898 
02 9648 0055 
02 9621 2999 


Auscomp Computers 

Computer Alliance Pty Ltd 
Game Dude Pty Ltd 

ore osama Dropship Central Pty Ltd 

mwave.com.au ° WA 

ijk.com.au/branch/ijk/ | MSY Technology Pty Ltd 

onlinecomputer.com.au | PLE Computers Pty Ltd 


| 
| 
j (ofl) 


txcomputer.com.au Austin Computers Pty Ltd 
impactsystems.com.au NetPlus Micro Computers Pty Ltd 


07 3722 5100 
07 3421 3200 
07 3387 1500 
07 3137 1700 


auscompcomputers.com 
computeralliance.com.au 
gamedude.com.au 
dropshipcentral.com.au 


03 9560 2288 
08 9309 4771 
08 9201 2788 
08 9242 7288 


msy.com.au 
ple.com.au 
austin.net.au 
netplus.com.au 


o, Skynet’'s amygdala is here 

in the form of Nvidia's new 

appropriately titled Titan. It’s 
big and beefy in the sense that a cow 
is large and constitutes tender moist 
burger meat, only a cow doesn't run 
Crysis quite as fast. 

Perhaps, as has been suggested by 
some pundits, the Titan may in fact 
be too fast. The main stickler apparently 
being that 7.1 billion transistors and 
2688 stream processors is more than 
any mere mortal needs. 

Well, I say the following not because 
this is PC&TA, but because to me this 
is common sense: what a load of bull 
(just to continue the theme). 

Yes, the Titan is Nvidia's fastest GPU 
to date and yes reading its specs is a 
form of geek porn. But the way I see it, 
it's barely adequate. 

Are you mad Ashton? Why yes! am, 
but that’s beside the point -- we play 
today with high resolutions, where 
1080p is standard and 2560x1440 is 
taking off; we play with 3D and 120Hz 
displays, where 120fps needs to be 
pushed in 1080p and up; we play 
with Surround and Eyefinity, 
driving three monitors as high 
as 7680x1080 (or more for 
16:10 users); and this is to say 
nothing of AA -- there's a reason 
FXAA and SMAA have become 
so important in recent times: no 
card can run high resolution and 
high-level MSAA consistently in all 
games, it's just too computationally 
expensive, By way of example Crysis 
2 - agood benchmark of current-gen 
tech if there is one - uses a mixture 
of depth of field, post processing and 
its own temporal-AA to morehide 
jaggies rather than smooth them out 
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ASHTON MILLS ISNT SATISFIED WITH SILICON 
ARIPPED FROM THE HEART OF A SUPERCOMPUTER. 


because no card handle it all. Not even 
the Titan. 
This is to say nothing of its 6GB 
of VRAM which, on one site I read, 
described this as ‘excessive’. Really? 
That's at best short-sighted, and at 
worst just wrong. Again with Crysis 
2, it breaks the 2GB VRAM barrier of 
your standard GTX 680 -- the current 
flagship -- with the official high- 
res pack installed. A high-res pack, 
it's worth noting, that represents 
what you should be seeing if Titan- 
class cards were standard two 
years ago. High-res packs for a 
game aren't a bonus addon: the 
textures are often already there 
in development, then downscaled 
because hardware can't keep up. 
You only have to look at games 
like Skyrim with all the bells on 
and texture mods hitting close to 
: AGB here and now, so what do we 
: think the next few years will bring? 
: Of course, multi-GPU users will say 
: if one Titan is not enough you can 
: always SLI or Crossfire, but considering 
: you'll need to mortgage your Nan 
: just to buy one this isn't exactly 
: practical for most people. Which 
: also only serves to highlight how 


less this, or any card for that matter, 
becomes if you need two or more to 
get what fairly I would consider to 

be a typical gaming goal: to play the 
latest game with all the bells and 
whistles, at decent resolution (1080p, 
but preferably higher), high framerate 
(120 if you're lucky), and with good 
AA. Some game engines do allow you 
to do this, usually older ones. They're 
less complex and thus faster, if not 

as pretty. But for tomorrow's games, 
games that come out this year, the 
Titan will be just adequate, depending 
on what you want to play and how 
you play. 

I must be hard to please, I know, but 
I'd like the hardware to catch up to 
the software and displays we're using 
today. I'm looking higher, to whatever's 
coming next. 
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Righteous bits § 


DANIEL RUTTER PONDERS AUDIO FORMATS, 


GROUND ZERO 


MODEL TRAINS, AND LOUD MUSIC. 


POOTUUTUTESTEETEOTESTRE TESTU EEESEO TERE E TESTO PERC eee eee eee eee eee errr errr errr rer rer rrr rer rrr rrr rrr rr errr rer reese rece eee 


story to be revealed as a hoax, 
but I'm starting to fear that'll 
never happen. 

Pono, Hawaiian for 
“righteousness”, is a new digital 
audio format that Neil Young, the 
famous musician, has poured a lot of 
money into. 

(Young is also an inventor. He's a 
big name in model trains!) 

So far, so good. Wouldn't it be 
great if wealthy rockers and actors 
and authors all threw some of 
their money at crazy technology 
projects? A special note to any wildly 
wealthy readers: don't buy that third 
Aston Martin - bankroll nutty new 
technology instead! 

Pono is 24-bit, 192,000-samples- 
per-second digital audio - which I'll 
call "24/192" from now on - as often 
used in recording studios. The only 
really new thing about it is that 


} ‘ve been waiting for the “Pono” 


doesn't actually sound or look any 
better than the final, but it gives 
a bigger range for processing and 
correction without running out of 


resolution and creating odd artifacts. 


Once you've finished mixing and 
retouching, you drop the result to 
the normal “consumer” format for 
output. 

The argument put up against this 


MP3 version of the same thing. 

CD audio and 24/192, though? 
Nope. 

Actually, high-bit-rate lossy audio 
consistently tests very well against 
every lossless format. This fact 
has caused the fringe audiophile 
community to simply conclude that 
science does not apply to them. 

And then there’s problem two, 
which is what makes me think the 
rest of the Pono people may just be 
humouring Neil. 

As | write this, Neil Young is sixty- 
seven years old. He has been playing 
loud rock music for longer than I have 
been alive. 

He hasn't been playing loud music 
non-stop over that time. He did so 
much damage to his ears before he 
was even 50 that he gave up electric 
rock entirely for a couple of years, to 
try to get the tinnitus to fade a bit. 

Even without the loud music, a 


“According to Neil Young, 
digital-music listeners today 
are enduring sound worse 
than from a 78rpm record.” 


person in their sixties has usually 
lost so much high-frequency hearing 
that they have trouble telling words 
like “cot”, “sot” and “tot” apart. The 
difference between those words is 


there'll be a portable Pono player, 
which can play back that high-data- 
rate audio as well as more common 
formats. 

The big deal about Pono is, of 


course, that 24/192 audio is meant to 
sound better even than CD, let alone 
lossily-compressed MP3s or AACs. 
According to Neil Young, digital- 
music listeners today are enduring 
sound worse than that froma 
78-RPM shellac record. 

Seriously, that’s what he says. 
He's been on the Late Show and the 
Daily Show and various other Shows 
saying it for more than a year now. 
And he may be exaggerating a bit, 
but he is not joking. 

And actually, I think that from 
his own point of view he may 
be right, in a way. But the only 
way for him to be right leaves 
me wondering if everybody’s 
just humouring this old guy 
with a large wallet. 

Problem one, which is a bit 
of a biggie, is that 24/192 doesn't 
actually sound better than CD. 

High bit rate and sample depth 
are used in recording studios for 
the same reason photo editors 
use 48-bit colour and very high 
resolution instead of 24-bit colour 
and image dimensions the same as 
the final target. The larger format 
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from 24/192 enthusiasts is that the 
higher sample rate and smoother 
waveform capture esoterica like 
ultrasonic instrument resonances 
which, on playback, combine to give 
a noticeably better sound. 
Most instruments do not output 
such frequencies, and almost 
no microphones, speakers or 
headphones work significantly 
above the normal human audio 
range either. So, unsurprisingly, 
these opinions are shot down by 
blinded testing. And, equally 
unsurprisingly, if Neil's done 
any blinded tests of Pono, he’s 
keeping them a secret. 
In a blinded test - where 
the listeners don't know which 
F system they're listening to, 
: and preferably the testers don't 
: know either (that makes a test 
: “double blind”), careful listening 
: can just about barely, sometimes, 
: for certain kinds of music and for 
: certain listeners and with good 
: enough playback equipment, reveal 
_ differences between lossless 
: CD-quality audio and a 320-kilobit 


all in the high frequencies, and high- 
frequency response naturally fades 
with age. 

So naturally Young's in favour 
of an audio format that can record 
sounds two octaves higher than 
a small child can hear. Let alone a 
normal 67-year-old. Or Neil. 

So when Neil Young says that 
what comes out of an iPod sounds no 
better than a 78-RPM record - with 
a monophonic frequency range of 
only about 100-5000Hz, appalling 
dynamic range, and tons of noise - 
he may be right. But only from his 
own point of view. Which you'd think 
he'd have realised. 

I'm glad that Neil Young didn't burn 
out at 27.1 hope he’s not going to 
fade away into senility instead. 


ANY AUDIOPHILES 
OUT THERE GOT 
SOMETHING TO SAY 
ABOUT PONO? 


Email: 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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online services 


EVERY DAY THERE ARE MORE AND MORE SERVICES POPPING 
UP ONLINE THAT CAN MAKE YOUR LIFE EASIER. WHETHER ITS 
ACCOUNTING OR ENTERTAINMENT, WE’VE GOT THE BEST FOR YOU. 


hese days, there’s a good chance 
| that your smartphone or tablet 
screen is full of apps and the browser 
bookmark bar on your computer is empty. 
It's ashame, as web apps and services have 
never been better. 

The Internet is constantly changing and 
evolving. It has gone from Web 1.0 (circa 
1997-2003), which was characterised as 
a one-way flow of information, to Web 2.0 
(circa 2004-2011), which was all about 
dynamically-generated pages, to Web 
3.0, (circa 2012-now) which opened the 
floodgates for social sharing and cloud- 
based software. 

The latest web standards have enabled 
developers to create rich and compelling 
websites that rival desktop software. Since 
most of the heavy lifting happens behind 
the scenes (that is, on remote web servers), 
you don’t need to have an especially 
powerful computer to load each site - just a 
reasonably fast Internet connection and one 
of the latest web browsers. 

For many tasks, such as email, word 
processing, image editing, and file storage, 
you don't even need to install software on 
your computer anymore. The software- 
as-a-service model, also known as cloud- 
based computing, means that you can avoid 


paying a large up-front cost for software 
and instead pay a smaller monthly or yearly 
Tee to subscribe to the service. In fact, most 
web apps are free to use, and developers 
usually charge a fee to access the premium 
features. 

It's not uncommon for prominent 
websites to become yesterday's news - the 
Digg news aggregation site and Delicious 
social bookmarking service are two notable 
examples. But it's also not unheard of for 
web dinosaurs to dig their heels in and 
weather the storm of new competitors. 

Flickr, one of the first photo sharing and 
hosting services, is still around despite 
having dozens of prettier and fully- 
featured rivals on the scene. Myspace is 
still trying to return to its pre-Facebook 
glory and has recently relaunched as a 
social music discovery service, sans the 
garish wallpapers and awful auto-play 
music. Hotmail, formerly the most popular 
web email service, has been rebranded to 
Outlook and looks and works completely 
differently to its former self. 

The Internet is a big place, and it can be hard 
to keep up with all of the latest web apps and 
services. To that end, we've scoured the web 
to find the top 50 sites that deserve a place in 
your browser bookmarks. > 
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Social 


TWITTER 

www.twitter.com 

While Facebook is about sharing content with 
the people you know, Twitter is about sharing 
content with people who are interested in 
what you have to say. There are two lists that 
each Twitter user maintains: the people that 
you follow (and this is the content that you'll 
see whenever you fire up your Twitter feed), 
and the people that follow you (these are the 
poor sods that will see all of your updates). 


LINKEDIN 

www.linkedin.com 

LinkedIn is basically Facebook for the business 
world, enabling users to keep in touch with 
anyone they've done business with in the 
past, as well as stay on top of who's working 
where and who's recently moved to a different 
company or position. There's a built-in job 
search feature that matches your skills to any 
positions vacant, and your profile also works 
well as a de facto online resume. 
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TWEETDECK 
www.tweetdeck.com 

If you're a social media power user that 
switches between Facebook and Twitter on 
aregular basis, Tweetdeck will make your 
life a lot easier. Tweetdeck consolidates 
both services into an easy-to-digest online 
dashboard that updates in real time and 
strips out all of the crud (such as ads and 
sponsored posts) from the official sites. You 
can update your status across both services 
simultaneously, and it supports scheduled 
updates and photo attachments. 
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PINTEREST 

www.pinterest.com 

Pinterest is a social network based on 
imagery. Users create “pinboards” based 
on particular themes - like cars, weddings 
or travel - and “pin” related images and 
videos to it. It's as much about finding 
inspiration as it is about sharing images - if 
you're looking for wedding dress ideas, for 
instance, you can do a search on them in 
Pinterest to find images that other users 
have pinned. 


GOOGLE+ 

http://plus.google.com 

Google+ has all of the content sharing options 
of Facebook, but with granular sharing 
options that enable you to choose whom 

you share every bit of information with. 

It's alittle too much like Facebook for most 
people to justify using it on a regular basis, 
but the Hangouts video chat feature is being 
increasingly used by celebrities and politicians 
to get in touch with fans. 


TUMBLR 

www.tumblr.com 

Tumblr is home to hundreds of humorous 
Internet memes, from The Claire Danes 

Cry Face Project (apparently she cries a lot 
in her movies) to Old People Writing ona 
Restaurant's Facebook Page. But it’s not just 
for browsing through funny captioned photos 
- there are plenty of people who use Tumblr 
for showcasing beautiful images and photos. 
If you find Twitter's word length limit too 
restrictive, Tumblr is a good alternative. 


FACEBOOK 
www.facebook.com 


MYSPACE 

http://new.myspace.com 

MySpace is still trying its darndest to stay 
relevant, and the latest relaunch shows that 
it's grown up quite a bit from the earlier days. 
Version 2.0, fronted by Justin Timberlake, 
has dropped the capitalisation for the 'S' and 
reinvented itself as a social music discovery 
service. Like Twitter, artists can use it to 
interact directly with fans, although it's too 
soon to tell whether it will actually take off in 
celebrity circles. 


IMO 

http://imo.im 

Imo lets you chat on multiple instant 
messaging networks from a single online 
dashboard. It supports all the major networks, 
including Facebook, Google Talk, MSN and ICQ, 
and Skype, and has its own internal instant 
messaging service that's designed for making 
new friends. The good thing about Imo is that 
you don't need to install any software to your 
computer to run it, making it ideal for Internet 
cafes and work computers. 


FOURSQUARE 
http://foursquare.com 

The idea behind Foursquare is that you 
“check-in” to locations to make it easier to 
meet up with friends. It's also good for getting 
tips about that location and occasionally 
discounts when you check-in a number of 
times. Most people use Foursquare on their 
smartphones, but if you're on your laptop 
while you're out and about, the web-based 
version works equally well. 


It's the social network that everyone loves to hate, but it’s become increasingly hard to avoid 
joining it. Even if you can't be bothered thinking up witty status updates every few days 

or posting photos of your children and/or cat, the fact that practically everyone else on the 
planet is on Facebook makes it easy to keep in touch without needing anyone's email address 
or phone number. Lots of websites use Facebook for signing in, which saves you from having 
to register new accounts all the time (not to mention having to remember each different 
password). You can also use Facebook for creepy means like stalking exes and crushes, as well 
as finding potential dating partners with the upcoming graphic search feature. 
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DEVIANT ART 

www.deviantart.com 

Never mind the dodgy-sounding name, 
there's nothing socially unacceptable about 
the images on Deviant Art. Or at least, it's not 
a forum for deviant images per se. Deviant 
Artis an online community where users 

can showcase their artwork in a variety of 
different forms, including photography, digital 
art and cartoons. With members actively 
critiquing each other's work, it's a great place 
to get your images peer-reviewed, and many 
use it as an online portfolio. 


PICMONKEY 

www.picmonkey.com 

Want to make some quick edits to your 
photos before they go on Facebook? Don't 
bother with a bloated desktop photo editor - 
the free PicMonkey service gives you all the 
tools you need without crowding you with 
options. For everyday use, the basic edits will 
be more than enough, and there are lots of 
effects, touch up tools, textures, and frames 
you can apply as well, along with advanced 
Photoshop-style tools like cloning, dodging 
and burning. 


YELP 

www.yelp.com 

Whether it's a new hairdresser, restaurant 
or drycleaner, it’s always handy to 
know what other people think of a 
business before you plonk down your 
hard-earned. This is where Yelp comes 
in handy. Business listings are provided 
by the Yellow Pages, and the active 
Yelp community submits reviews. You 
can search for businesses by type and 
location, and you can also connect with 
Facebook friends to see their reviews. 


Tres cetanc tren waees oe meni ine 


Yelp is the best way to find great local busi 508 
Pec wa Ye ert etiam bo ste be Pa 


Ieroered vard.ologt. What wl you were! i yous Negra? A 
[ieonciearoaioree & * 


‘Yelp Everywhere You Go 


FINDER.COM.AU 

www.finder.com.au 

Finder.com.au is all about helping you pick 
the right type of service for your needs. 
There are lots of different sections to choose 
from, including home loans, credit cards and 
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500PX 

www.500px.com 

While Flickr is aimed at everyone from 
casual photographers to pros, 500px is 
targeted specifically at the professionals. 
It's a place to upload the very best shots 
in your portfolio, and as such, the free 
account is limited to 10 uploads per week, 
with an option to sell your photos (both 
as downloads and in print) on the SOOpx 
market. 


FLICKR 

www.flickr.com 

While it's the grand-daddy of photo sharing 
sites, it's still the best option for getting your 
photos seen by others thanks to its large 70 
million-strong community. Free accounts let 
you upload 300MB of photos and 2 videos per 


mobile phones, and each one includes loads 
of tips, calculators and detailed comparison 
charts on the various offerings available. 
More importantly, it's updated on a regular 
basis, so you can be sure that you don't miss 
out on any good deals. 


WEBMD 

www.webmd.com 

The bane of general practitioners 
everywhere, WebMD will tell you whether 
that tickle in your throat is tonsillitis or 
merely the common cold. Once you've put 
all of your symptoms in, it will tell you what 
your likely condition is, as well as detailed 
information and treatment and self-care 
options. If you're not sick (but you'd like to 
pretend that you are to get time off work), 
you can also use WebMD to find out what 
symptoms to fake. 


URBAN DICTIONARY 
www.urbandictionary.com 

Kids these days and their crazy way of 
talking. Urban Dictionary helps the less-hip 
among us, with definitions on practically 
every wacky acronym, term or phrase there 
is. You can search for words, browse through 
the words of the day, and even submit your 


FEATURE 


Photography 


month, and power users can upgrade to a Pro 
account for $24.95 a year, which comes with 
unlimited uploads, storage and bandwidth. 
Even if you don’t take many photos yourself, 
Flickr is a great place to get inspired by 
beautiful photography. 
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ThisLife. Your Story. 


THISLIFE 

www.thislife.com 

ThisLife gathers your personal photos and 
videos from various devices and online 
services into an interactive timeline, complete 
with tags and comments, and will even import 
other peoples’ photos that you've been tagged 
in. The free service lets you import 1000 photos 
or one hour of video - the paid subscriptions 
add space for 25,000 photos or 100GB, along 
with extra features like face recognition and 
automatic image enhancement. 


Lifestyle 


own terms and definitions. Each listing 
includes at least one example of the word or 
phrase used in a sentence. 


MENULOG 

www.menulog.com.au 

Yes, we all know that cooking meals at home 
is cheaper and healthier, yadda yadda yadda, 
but there are times when you simply can't 
be bothered going to the effort. Rather 

than hunt around the house for all those 
junk mail menus, you can simply hop onto 
Menulog, which has over 19,000 restaurants 
around Australia included in the database. 
Full menus for each restaurant are included, 
along with user reviews and special offers 


and discounts. 
= Over $000,000 meals ordered Gi 


———<=< 
A smarter way 
to order takeaway! 


Order Delivery/Pick Up 
1900 + restaurants 
5000 + specials 
95000 + reviews 


Menulog” 


Find local restaurants... 
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RDIO 

www.rdio.com 

There's no shortage of music streaming 
services in Australia, but Rdio stands out 
for a few reasons. Its biggest strength 

is that you can use it free for up to six 
months without having to put in your 
credit card details or suffer through ads. 
While it isn't completely clear how much 
music you can stream for free (Rdio says 
they can't disclose this for ‘legal reasons’), 
there's a meter at the top of the page that 
shows you how much free music you have 
left, and this resets every month, Unlike 
Spotify, it's accessible through a web 
browser, so you don't need to install any 
extra software on your computer, and the 
user interface is uncluttered and easy to 
navigate. Rdio also has one of the biggest 
music libraries, currently numbering 

over 18 million songs. Extensive social 
integration also sets Rdio apart from the 
other music services, so you can share 
what you're listening to in real-time and 
follow the musical activity of friends and 
people with similar taste. 


YOUTUBE 

www.youtube.com 

If you're watching a video clip on the Internet, 
chances are that it's hosted on YouTube. 

The Google-owned video-sharing site is 
continually rolling out new features that 
make it easier to find and play videos, from 
the revamped homepage, which delivers 
personalised recommendations based on 
videos that you've watched in the past, to 
channel subscriptions so you can keep up with 
new content. 


PANDORA INTERNET RADIO 
www.pandora.com 

Pandora is a little different to the other music 
streaming services, in that you don't use it 
for playing specific tracks or albums. Instead, 
you tell it the name of an artist, genre or 
composer you want to listen to, and it will 
create a ‘station’ that consists of songs that 
sound similar. It's free to use, but you'll get 
the odd advertisement between songs, and 
you can only skip up to 12 tracks every 24 
hours. 
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GUVERA 

www.guvera.com 

Of all the on-demand music streaming services 
in Australia, Guvera is the only one that's 100% 
free. This leads to the natural assumption that 
it's stocked with artists that no one's ever heard 
of, but it's got a surprisingly strong library of 
both current and classic artists, including One 
Direction, Pink, The Rolling Stones and Aretha 
Franklin. Unlike the Guvera mobile app, the 
web-based version appears to be free of ads, 
but this could easily change in the future, given 
that that's the way it makes money. 


QUICKFLIX 

www.quickflix.com.au 

Quickflix started life as a service for renting 
DVDs by mail, but it has since expanded 

into video streaming over the Internet. For 
$14.99 a month, you can stream unlimited TV 
shows and movies in the Quickflix library, and 
the selection is pretty good. While the new 
releases are few and far between, there are 
enough quality flicks and shows available to 
make the monthly subscription worthwhile if 
you use it on a semi-regular basis. 


TUNEIN 

www.tunein.com 

Does anyone even sell dedicated AM/FM 
radios anymore? Tuneln gives you streaming 
access to over 70,000 radio stations around 
the world, with a well-designed user interface 
that makes it easy to find stations to stream. 
There are the top 10 trending stations, a 
popular local radio section, popular shows, 
and the ability to browse by type and location. 
Depending on the station, you can also choose 
the quality of stream you'd like to listen to. 


SOUNDCLOUD 
www.soundcloud.com 

If youTe an up and coming artist, DJ, producer 
or podcaster looking for a place to showcase 
your tunes, Soundcloud is the place to go. It's 
essentially a social network for musicians and 
music lovers. You can follow other users, upload 
tracks, stream music that other people have 
uploaded, and leave feedback. Free users get 
120 minutes worth of uploads, and there are 
paid subscription options starting at 29 Euros 
a year. 
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ABC IVIEW 

www.abc.net.au/iview 

Missed that episode of Good Game or Lateline? 
The excellent iView service lets you catch up 
on your favourite ABC programmes up to 14 
days after they've been broadcast on air. The 
well-designed user interface makes it easy to 
see the shows that have been recently added 
and soon to expire, and videos automatically 
play in full-screen view. A handful of ISPs 
offer unmetered ABC iView usage (such as 
iinet, Internode and iPrimus), which means 
that the video streams don’t come out of your 
download allowance. 


GROOVESHARK 
www.grooveshark.com 

You'll find more music on Grooveshark than you 
will on any of the legitimate music services, 
and it's completely free to use. Of course, its 
legality is questionable, given it was sued for 
copyright violations by all the major music 
labels last year, but while it's still up and 
running, you can take advantage of its easy-to- 
use search engine, personalised radio stations, 
and integrated social tools for following friends. 
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SBS ON DEMAND 
www.sbs.com.au/ondemand 

SBS On Demand is another catchup TV 
service for shows that screen on the SBS, 
but it’s a little more advanced than the 
ABC's offering. In addition to offering SBS 
programmes, it includes feature-length 
films, short films and a library of news and 
sports clips from around the world. You 
can create playlists for videos and adjust 
the streaming video quality, and it gives 
you recommendations for other videos you 
may be interested in, based on what you're 
currently watching. 


GUMTREE 


www.gumtree.com.au 

Gumtree is a nice alternative to eBay when 
it comes to buying and selling used goods. 
There’s no auction process here, just a price 
that the seller deems fair, even though 
buyers invariably try to bargain this down 
anyway. But it's not just a place for buying 
and selling things - there are also want ads 
for positions vacant and services offered, 
rental properties, and personal dating ads. 


OZBARGAIN 

www.ozbargain.com.au 

OzBargain is acommunity of eagle-eyed 
bargain hunters that post the best deals 
they find for both online stores and retail 
outlets. You can search for specific items that 
you're interested in or browse through the 


TRIPADVISOR 
www.tripadvisor.com.au 

When it comes to researching a holiday 
destination, TripAdvisor is a brilliant all- 
round resource. Before you book anything 
(whether hotel, tour or restaurant), it’s 
worth reading the feedback that other 
users have left for that business. You can 
also use TripAdvisor for booking your trip 
and comparing prices between providers, 
although it uses external sites like Expedia 
and Zuji to do the actual processing. 


EXPEDIA 

www.expedia.com.au 

Comparing flights and hotels from various 
vendors can be so time-consuming that it 
turns you off having a holiday in the first place. 
Expedia makes the process more palatable 
with its well-designed interface and various 


AIRBNB 
www.airbnb.com 
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different categories and ‘top deals’ sections. 
What sets OzBargain apart from regular 
discussion forums is how active the users are 
at commenting on each new bargain. 


BUYII 

www.buyii.com.au 

The various ‘deal of the day’-style websites 
are great places to get discounts - the only 
problem is that there are too many of them, 
and they all seem to have a bad habit of 
spamming your email inbox. Buyii cuts down 
on the noise by consolidating all of the deals 
into a single website. You can browse by 
category, price range and discount, and you 
can also choose to receive a single newsletter 
every day that groups together all of the 
active deals from each service, 


SHOPBOT 

www.shopbot.com.au 

The grinning salesperson assures you that 
it's a good deal, but youre not convinced. 
Shopbot will tell whether you can get that 
product cheaper elsewhere, displaying both 
grey importers (with stock through unofficial 
distribution channels) and official Australian 


sorting options. It helps that it consistently 
offers some of the cheapest prices and doesn't 
charge any booking fees. The call centre is also 
open 24 hours, 


SEATGURU 
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www.seatguru.com 

Great, you're stuck next to the toilets again. 
Next time you fly, it's worth researching 
the aircraft you'll be travelling on through 
SeatGuru, so you know which seats to ask 


Airbnb offers short- and long-term accommodation in houses around the world, often for 
alot cheaper than what you'd pay for a hotel in the same city. There are entire houses and 
apartments, private rooms and shared rooms available for rent, most of which include a 
cooked breakfast as part of the deal. The beauty of Airbnb is that most of the listings are 
very professional, with detailed descriptions of the accommodation, plenty of photos, and 
reviews from other people that have stayed there. 


distributors. Provided the cheaper seller has 
a retail presence, you can usually price match 
with the prices on Shopbot. 
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EBAY 

www.ebay.com.au 

eBay may be swamped with “power 
sellers" shipping stuff in from Hong Kong 
and China, but you can still usually get a 
much better deal on things here than you 
can from buying them in a retail store. This 
applies across the board for everything 
from clothes to technology, but the ‘buyer 
beware’ warning applies, as there are loads 
of scammers floating around. That said, 
buying items through PayPal enables them 
to act as intermediaries in case anything 
goes wrong 


Travel 


for. Depending on the type of ticket you buy, 
you may need to spend a little extra to get 
the luxury of requesting a particular seat, 
but it's well worth the pocket change. Once 
you tell SeatGuru your airline, flight number 
and travel date, it will return an interactive 
map of the airplane with colour-coded seats 
that show the best and worst places to sit. 


TRIPPY 

www.trippy.com 

Trippy offers an alternative way to plan 
your next trip. Once you specify where 
you're going and for how long, it creates 

a page for that trip where you can get 
recommendations from friends on Facebook 
and Twitter about where you should go. 

It also acts as a travel journal where you 
can post your itinerary and upload photos, 
although for the latter activity you'll have to 
use the Trippy app for iPhone or iPad. 
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ANYMEETING 
www.anymeeting.com 

Most online meeting tools require that all the 
participants jump through numerous hoops 
to attend a scheduled meeting. AnyMeeting 
sets itself apart by getting rid of all the 
friction. Attendees don't need to download 
any software or register to use the service, 
and meetings get their own dedicated URL 
to make it easy to access. Free accounts are 
ad-supported and let you invite up to 200 
people. 


GOOGLE DRIVE 
http://drive.google.com 

Formerly known as Google Docs, the 
rebranded web-based Office suite consists 
of a word processor, spreadsheet, form and 
drawing apps. Free users get 5GB worth of 
storage, and you can boost this by 25GB for 
only USS2.49 per month. No matter what 
file you have, there's a good chance that 
Google Drive will be able to open it - even 
Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop files are 
supported - and there are plenty of sharing 
and collaboration options. 


WUNDERLIST 

www.wunderlist.com 

Wunderlist takes the drudgery out of 
maintaining multiple to-do lists. The 
uncluttered UI concentrates purely on 

task management, but it doesn’t skimp on 
the essentials - all of the standard task 
management functions accounted for, such 
as lists, reminders, subtasks, recurring tasks 
and notes. You can also share lists with other 
people, and dedicated apps for all the major 
platforms enables you to access your to-do 
lists from any device. 


EVERNOTE 
www.evernote.com 
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OUTLOOK.COM 

www.outlook.com 

It may not be the popular favourite 

when it comes to web-based email, but 
Outlook.com - the upgraded version of the 
venerable Hotmail - has a lot of features to 
recommend it. You'll never need to worry 
about running out of space, as Outlook. 
com comes with unlimited storage. You 
can watch videos and photo slideshows 
directly from your inbox (that is, without 
having to open up a separate program), and 
it has built-in social feeds and Facebook 
chat. 


DROPBOX 

www.dropbox.com 

Neither the cheapest nor the most full- 
featured cloud storage service, Dropbox 
excels at being easy to use and prevalent, 
with apps available for all of the major 
platforms save for Windows Phone. Free 
users get 2GB of storage, but you can 

earn up to 18GB if you refer people to the 
service. Some mobile devices come with free 
Dropbox storage for two years, such as the 
Samsung Galaxy S3 (SOGB) and the HTC One 
X (25GB). 


XERO PERSONAL 
www.xero.com/personal 

Xero Personal helps you keep a close eye on 
your finances by automatically importing all 
of your bank accounts, credit cards and PayPal 
transactions. You can set savings goals to 

help you set aside money, and there are lots 
of charts and graphs you can employ to map 
your spending habits. It costs $49 a year, and 
it has a 30-day trial. 


Evernote is a powerful note-taking service that you can use for capturing text, audio, photos 
and file attachments. In addition to the web-based version, it's available as a standalone app 
on all of the major desktop and mobile platforms. Admittedly, you're better off using one 

of the dedicated apps over the web-based version, as the latter is clunky and unattractive. 
Everything you upload is searchable, even the text in images and PDFs, thanks to the optical 
character recognition that Evernote employs in the backend. You can also create multiple 
notebooks to organise your notes by use, and these can be shared with other users. Free 
accounts are ad-supported and come with 60MB worth of note uploads a month - if you 
upgrade to a premium account (USS$5 a month of USS45 a year), you get up to 1GB of uploads a 
month, faster image recognition and support for PDF searching. 
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GMAIL 

http://mail.google.com 

When Gmail first launched nearly a decade 
ago, its starkly simple interface and best- 
in-class search function made all of its 
competitors (namely Hotmail and Yahoo Mail) 
look ridiculously complex in comparison. 
Nowadays, Gmail still looks a lot like it did 
back then, but with a few nips and tucks 

to enhance the experience. It has built-in 
Google chat and video hangouts, desktop 
notifications for new email (provided you're 
using the Chrome web browser), and pop-out 
windows for you're composing a new email. 


Tasks Channels 
31 Channels with 3612 possible task combinations 
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IF THIS THEN THAT 

www.ifttt.com 

IFTTT links two cloud services in meaningful 
ways - if a certain condition is satisfied, then 
another action will occur. All major online 
services are supported - such as Facebook, 
Twitter, Dropbox, Evernote - and you can use 
‘recipes’ (either ones you've created yourself 
or ones that you've found in the recipe library) 
to get them talking. A couple of popular 
recipes are uploading every Facebook photo 
that you're tagged in to Dropbox and receiving 
an SMS with the weather every morning. 


GOOGLE CALENDAR 
www.google.com/calendar 

Like Google's other web apps, Calendar is all 
about keeping things simple. Adding anew 
appointment is as easy as clicking on any of 

the time slots and naming. You can, of course, 
refine the appointment with further details 
such as location, description and attendees, and 
it supports reminders and recurring events, as 
well as multiple and shared calendars. 
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he quest for power pervades internet, but today’s supercomputers technological innovation - the | 
the computing industry. A owe their existence to technologies replacement of vacuum tubes with 
desire to outdo Moore's law - originally developed for desktops, 


solid-state transistors led to a massive | 

increase in both performance and | 

reliability, for example - or through 

brute force, adding in more 

components and cabinets. Some things 

in the industry don't change; a typical 
supercomputer today takes up a good 

portion of a room, as did the 


the trend that sees the number of 
transistors on integrated circuits 
doubling roughly every two years - 
| means that, every year, AMDandIntel The word “supercomputer” was first 
release processors that eclipse the coined in the 1960s by the Control 
capabilities of the previous generation | Data Corporation as a marketing 
and drive a constant upgrade cycle of term for its CDC 6600, designed 


laptops and even games consoles. 


new hardware, new software and yet 
more new hardware. 

Nowhere is this trend more obvious 
than in the high-performance 
computing (HPC) arena. It's exemplified 
by supercomputers, those massively 
parallel systems that echo the early 
days of computing by filling rooms and 
demanding the output of electricity 
substations for their sole use. HPC has 
led to scientific and technological 
breakthroughs previously thought 
impossible, giving researchers access 
to the computing power required to 
process vast quantities of data and 
simulate real-world environments and 
phenomena. 

In recent years, however, the 
balance of power has shifted. 
Developments were once made at the 
supercomputing level and trickled 
down to the desktop, as with the 
Arpanet network that gave rise to the 


by Seymour Cray before he left 
to found his own 
supercomputing company. 

The concept of 
supercomputing stretches back 
still further. British company 
Ferranti was one of the 
forerunners of affordable 
scientific computing, releasing 
its Pegasus 1 system in 1956. 
The technology found in the 
Pegasus is, naturally, 
antiquated: considered fast at 
the time, its speed of a few 
thousand operations per 
second is outstripped by even 
the most modest modern 
smartphone. 

Each generation of 
supercomputer typically 
at least doubles the 
performance of its 
predecessors, either through 
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Ferranti Pegasus 1, and requires 
specialist staff, a robust power 
supply and adequate cooling. 
Other things, however, do change 
- and that's 

where desktop computing comes 
into the supercomputing story. 


Simon Cox, professor of 
computational methods at the 
University of Southampton, has 
been at the forefront of 
supercomputing for two decades, 
In his time at the university, he's 
seen the supercomputing 
capability upgraded repeatedly - 
a trend that started back in 1956, 


Fujitsu’s K computer was the last 
pure-CPU supercomputer to lead the 
TOPSOO list 


when the university took delivery of 
its own Ferranti Pegasus. 

“The industry has more than 
delivered on Moore's law,” explains Cox 
from his office at the university's 
Computational Engineering Design 
Research Group. “But underlying 
Moore's law is an incredible price- 


“A Supercomputer 


requires specialist staff, a 
robust power supply and 
adequate coolins” 


performance story. The explosion in 
high-performance computing has been 
driven by commoditisation, using the 
kinds of machines that your readers 
drool over for gaming, word processing 
- we use those same commodity 
machines to do supercomputing. My 
research in the mid-1990s led to the 
University of Southampton being 

one of the first to install a commodity- 
based machine, meaning it was built 
out of desktops, ordinary machines 
that you could buy down at your local 
shop. Generally speaking, the whole 
industry has moved now - with one 


SUPERCOMPUTERS 


THE TITAN SUPERCOMPUTER 


CPUs: 18,688 x AMD Opteron 6: 


( 


or two exceptions - to the use of this 
sort of commodity technology.” 

Such supercomputers, known as 
clusters, provide power to their users 
by distributing a task across many 
slower processors. The concept isn't 
new: supercomputers have been using 
multiple CPUs for years, more recently 
reaching a new level with the 
introduction of clusters that operate 
over the internet to harness unused 
CPU cycles from home computers 
in projects such as Folding@home. 

The University of Southampton’'s 
current supercomputer, named Iridis 3 
after the Greek goddess of the 
rainbow, was the UK's fastest 
university-owned machine and 
greenest supercomputer when it 
launched in 2009. However, power is 
nothing if nobody uses it. 


Modern supercomputers are broad- 
spectrum tools - hence Iridis 3's 
rainbow-themed nomenclature. “It has 
an engineering application, 
archaeology, medicine, climate change, 
optics and electronics, particle physics 
- all of those were able to use this 
machine we'd bought to do their 
science,” explains Cox. “At least 40% of 
our research income, in some way or 


more, is related to the use of 
computing.” 

The research carried out at the 
university isn’t just theoretical. 
“Sometimes people are just using the 
computer to do a simulation, but that 
computing technology is also being 
linked to some of our large-scale 
experiments - big engineering 
experiments or designing a turbine 
blade with Rolls-Royce.” 

Medical science is one of the biggest 
users of supercomputing resources, 
working with both the output of data- 
heavy instruments such as computer- 
aided tomography (CAT) scanners, and 
creating simulations to better 
understand real-world phenomena. “I 
saw a paper recently where they were 
simulating how a cell deforms as you 
insert a needle into it to extract the 
nucleus, and improving the design of 
the needle and the technique for 
doing cellular biology,” recounts Ian 
Buck, general manager for GPU 
computing at Nvidia, and creator of the 
Compute Unified Device Architecture 
(CUDA) parallel programming 
language. 

It isn't all turbine blades and 
medicine, however. The US 
Department of Energy, which handles 
the nation’s nuclear 
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weapons programme as well as 
domestic energy production, is a major 
power in the supercomputing world, 
currently holding positions one, two 
and four in the biannual TOPSO0 list of 
the world's fastest supercomputers. 
The technology is also regularly 
harnessed by oil companies 

in their continual search for caches of 
the dwindling resource, chewing 
through vast quantities of data to find 
the most beneficial locations to drill. 


The increasing power of 
supercomputers enables the 
simulation and data processing 
required for these disciplines. Moore's 
law has certainly helped, but the 


demand for ever-increasing above its rivals with more than 17,590 An FPS mini- Megahertz Wars, the Gigahertz Wars. 
performance has outstripped that trillion floating-point operations per supercomputer That free lunch is over,” says Nvidia's 
trend. It's here that a technology second (17.59 petaFLOPS) of was a common Buck, who's been leading the firm's 
developed for consumers helps topush _ performance. For a supercomputer sight in the charge to get GPUs into HPC since 
supercomputing forwards: GPUs. costing $97 million to build, that may ete Smee 2006. "[The] graphics and gaming 

‘ ici reproduced fi ; 

The fastest supercomputer in the not be surprising, but the fact that with permission [sector] came in with another 

world, Titan, is constructed from more than 90% of that performance of the Science commodity product that's being driven 
18,688 AMD Opteron 6274 processors comes from the graphics chips and Technology by aneed for more performance, 
- the same 16-core models that the represents a major shift in the Facilities Council) | POwer and programmability, and that 
company sells in smaller quantities to industry. could provide that same foundation for 
server manufacturers - and an equal “For along time, we were riding this increased growth.” 
number of Nvidia Tesla K20 graphics sort of CPU commodity curve where Nvidia's most recent products in its 
processors. It sits head and shoulders CPUs were getting faster - the HPC line, the Tesla K20 and K20X 


accelerator boards, are based on the 
same graphics processors as its high- 


PERFORMANCE THROUGH HISTORY end consumer products. While those 
This chart shows the history of high-performance computing at the University of Southampton, consumer cards make environments 
from the 1956 Ferranti Pegasus 1 to the latest in-house Iridis cluster. It charts the approximate look more realistic, or in-game physics 
floating-point operations per second of each device on a logarithmic scale. more engaging, the Tesla products 
speed up scientific computing through 
IETS : a a concept dubbed general-purpose 


graphics processing unit computing, or 
‘ j GPGPU, using the CUDA parallel 
1E 412 ; — Peace programming platform. 
i Hae Where the code is suited, the 
; Gat nak performance gains are incredible. The 
1E +10 ‘ esc tek ge Ccclipn DGEMM matrix multiplication routine, 
Sa cyet mcr st eel part of a package for performing 


1E +13 
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1E+09 algebraic operations in scientific 


i408 : _ He ee computing, runs almost eight times 

4 : i faster on Nvidia‘s Tesla K20X than on 
Intel's top-end Xeon processor, by 
harnessing the parallel nature of the 
many-core graphics processor. 

Sadly, it isn’t quite as simple as just 
porting a program across to run on the 
GPU instead of the CPU. “Parallelism 
requires work. You need to think about 
your problems and algorithms ina 
parallel way,” Buck admits. “That 
means some of the algorithms we've 
chosen and are using today may not be 
amenable for growth and 
performance, or only a small portion of 
that algorithm may be amenable. But it 
doesn't mean the problem can't be 
solved in parallel; it means maybe you 
need a different algorithm and to think 
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about the problem more. In many 
cases, a brute-force algorithm is faster 
and more efficient on a GPU thana 
fully optimised and tuned serial 
version running on a CPU." 


The growth of accelerated 
supercomputing has been astonishing. 
“Whatever metric you look at, over the 
past two or three years the use of 
GPUs as accelerators in HPC has just 
shot up,” says Sumit Gupta, general 
manager of Nvidia's Tesla Computing 
division. “So there was a need, or a 
demand, that was happening in the 
scientific computing world, and power 
and cost were a challenge. GPU 
accelerators are able to meet the 
demand in a more cost-effective way 
and are much more energy-efficient 
than traditional CPU-only computing.” 

The TOPSOO list certainly bears out 
that statement. In its latest report, 
released in November, 62 of the 
world's 500 fastest supercomputers 
are based on an accelerated computing 
platform, compared to only 17 two 
years ago. One thing that hasn‘t 
changed is Nvidia's dominance: 50 of 
those 62 systems use Nvidia graphics 
processors as their primary source of 
computing performance. 

Intel, which has long ruled the HPC 
market with a majority of TOPSOO 
systems, is under threat. Its answer is 
Xeon Phi, a co-processor board that 
offers a similar level of parallelism to 
GPGPU computing, but uses the same 
x86 instruction set architecture as its 
CPUs. “You can write programs that 
run on both [Xeon and Xeon Phi] 
architectures, in a way that if you have 
aco-processor, they can take 
advantage of it if you've coded that 
into your program; if not then it will 
still run on Xeon without a 
co-processor,” explains Intel's Stephan 
Gillich, director of high-performance 
computing for the EMEA region. 

Like the accelerator boards from 
Nvidia, Xeon Phi is provided as an add- 
in PCI Express card with a large 
number of highly parallel processing 
cores - in this case, 50, based on the 
old Pentium architecture. They're 
slower than a Xeon core, but they 
make up for the lack of performance in 
their numbers. 

“You have applications that take 
advantage of, let's call them, larger 
cores, which have different capabilities 
than smaller cores; you'll see a balance 
between those two architectures,” 
says Gillich, addressing his company’s 
approach of offering both Xeon and 
Xeon Phi products. 

Like Nvidia's Tesla line, Xeon Phi is 


Professor Simon 
Cox believes 
education is key 
to the future of 
supercomputing 


SUPERCOMPUTERS 


based on technology originally 
developed for the graphics card market 
- a market Intel abandoned before 
releasing a commercial product. It's 
already seeing traction in the 
supercomputing market, with seven 
Xeon Phi-based systems appearing in 
the latest TOPSOO list, but only time 
will tell if it can break Nvidia's hold on 
the accelerated - or co-processing - 
computing market. 


While CPUs are starting to hit physical 
limits that could derail Moore's law, 
GPUs and accelerator boards will 
probably continue to provide 
performance increases for the 
supercomputing market. Their highly 


parallel nature raises another issue: 
education. 

“We need to go out there and 
proliferate the capabilities of parallel 
programming early into the coming 
generation, since this is the foundation 
for improving performance,” says 
Gillich. “If you can't parallelise, 
performance increases on parallel 
architectures will be limited. Our 
company has initiated curricula fairly 
early on this topic, and we're active in 
several areas to proliferate the idea 
and the how-to of parallel 
programming.” 

Intel isn't alone in believing 
education to be key to the future of 
high-performance scientific 
computing. “We have to inspire the 
next generation to get into this sort of 
computing,” says Professor Simon Cox. 
"It's critical.” 

The secret to this may lie in what 
Intel refers to as the democratisation of 
supercomputing. Back when the 
University of Southampton received 
its first Ferranti Pegasus, only a few 
people in the country had access to 
computing resources; today, almost 
every home in Britain has at least one 
PC, or access to one. Many of these 
include Nvidia graphics processors 
based on the same technology as the 
Tesla accelerator boards, allowing 
students to experiment with 
offloading parallel code through CUDA 
with no extra hardware required. The 
majority also use the x86 instruction 
set, as do Intel's Xeon and Xeon Phi 
products. 

For those interested in such things, 
the Raspberry Pi - used by Cox to 
create a low-cost highly parallel 
computing cluster for educational 
purposes - and similar development 
boards, such as Adapteva’s Parallella 
with its on-board 16-core co-processor, 
could prove key to learning the secrets 
of parallel processing. 

The future of supercomputing is 
already in the hands of the next 
generation. = 
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Let’s mix things up 


DAVID HOLLINGWORTH ON OUR NEW A-LIST DESIGN, AND THE 
PERFECT PLACE TO LOOK FOR ADVICE ON BUILDING YOUR NEXT PC... 


little too hopeful with the way we 
organised our A-List in the past, 
if the constant letters we've been 
receiving are anything to go by. 

It's like that old saying, that no 
battleplan ever survives contact with 
the enemy. In this instance, our plan 
was for the A-List to be pretty simple 
- just the best systems, components 
and software that we'd reviewed in 
the Labs. It was never intended to build 
complete systems, merely be a guide to 
the best parts. 

However (and this is where my 
analogy gets ropey, because the 
readers are NOT the enemy), what 
we intended never seemed to work 
in practice. When people look at a 
list of PC parts, they want that list 
to represent a complete build. Our 
previous A-List had AMD and Intel 
parts mixed and matched, for instance, 
and a lot of folks thought we were just 
plain mad. No - it was just that the 
best parts came from different camps. 
Those old lists were never intended to 
build complete PCs. 

But now, we've changed all that, and 
brought in a little more of our Atomic 
philosophy. 

We've trimmed the A-List, so that 
there's now room for more ‘other’ 
stuff in the magazine, and at the same 
time brought in a couple of complete 
system builds. On the first two pages 
we've got the best of the A-List of 


[ tseems that we may have beena 


Our A-List award is 
reserved for the best 
products in each category 
we review. If it has this 
badge attached, you know 
it's the best thing we've 
ever seen. 


AUTHORITY 


*& A-LIST X | 


DAVID 
HOLLINGWORTH 
is our Managing 


old - this is simply a mix of the best 
stuff we've seen, as the A-List has 
always been. We're talking complete 
systems, handhelds, laptops, hardware —_ Editor. In between 
and some software, and this will likely reviewing games 
change issue-to-issue - static pages and hardware, he 
are no one's friend. looks after PC & 

The second couple of pages are ] juthority’s 
borrowed from Atomic, our somewhat ite and social 
transformed sister-magazine. In what 
we used to call the KitLog, we'd list 
complete systems, based again upon 
the best parts we'd reviewed, but also 
built with an eye toward a particular 
use. We've kept our gaming system - 
which becomes a great basic PC simply 
by leaving out the graphics card, if 
youre not interested in such things - 
and what we call the Perfect PC - just 
about the best system we can think of, 
but without going too far over the top. 

We hope this mix of old and new 
is more useful to you than ever - as 
always, if you have any suggestions, 
let us know. I'd also recommend 
checking out the Atomic forums, 
hosted now at www.pcauthority.com. 
au, for more detailed building advice if 
you need it. We've got some members 
who regularly help out all comers with 
build questions. 

We don't bite... much. 
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HOW WE TEST 


OUR BENCHMARKING TESTS ARE 
THE BEST IN THE BUSINESS. READ 
ON TO FIND HOW THEY WORK... 


2D TESTS 
We test desktop PCs, netbooks and laptops with our 
own, custom-built, 2011 Real World Benchmarks. 

We split the results into three categories: 
Responsiveness, Media and Multitasking, with the 
Overall score an average of the three sub-scores. 

For instance, responsiveness replicates light 
browser and productivity workloads. The Media test 
involves running iTunes for audio conversion, Photoshop 
CSS5 to crunch large images and Sony Vegas 10 to 
edit home video. This then gets run simultaneously 
alongside Cinebench 11 in order to get a handle on the 
multitasking ability of the system. 


LAPTOP 


OVERALL 
RESPONSIVENESS 


3.4GHZ INTEL CORE |7-2600K, 4GB DDR3 


0:82 


MULTITASKING 


3D TESTS 

We use pre-recorded demos in Crysis and DIRT 3 to 
test gaming performance where relevant. We have 
three standard test settings, depending on the power 
of the graphics card: Low, Medium and High. 

To test gaming performance, we use our own 
recorded Crysis benchmark. We use the Low, Medium 
and High quality settings in 1366 x 768, 1600 x 900 
and 1920 x 1080 screen modes respectively. Very 
high-end systems can also be tested using the ultra- 
intensive Very High settings, with all detail switched 
on, and varying levels of anti-aliasing enabled. 


3D SPEED coop Ml prayase MM UNPLAYABLE 


LOW SETTINGS 86FPS 


LAPTOP BATTERY LIFE 
We subject laptops to two battery tests. In the light- 
use test, we optimise the system settings for the 
greatest power efficiency. We then disconnect the 
mains and run a script scrolling a selection of web 
pages until the system shuts down, giving youa 
realistic idea of the surfing time each laptop offers. 
For the heavy-use test, we engage Windows’ High 
Performance power profile, set the display brightness to 
maximum, and allow the taxing Cinebench 3D renderer 
to push the processor load to the limit. This gives a 
worst-case figure, revealing how long you can expect 
the battery to last under the most demanding conditions. 


BATTERY LIFE HOURS:MINUTES, 
Es HEAVY USE 
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NOT ALL APPLE’S ADDITIONS OFFER GOOD VALUE, 
BUT THE HARDWARE IS AS ENTICING AS EVER 


PRICE $1319 
SUPPLIER www.apple.com/au 


pple hasn’t made any 
aesthetic changes to its latest 
Mac mini, but it didn’t need to 


- it’s still the best-looking small-form- 
factor PC on the market. Instead, all 
Apple’s attentions are on the inside, 
starting with Fusion Drive, the SSD and 
hard disk hybrid that debuted in the 
21.5in iMac (reviewed in issue 184). 

The configuration in our review 
Mac mini is the same as that PC. A 
128GB SSD is used to store the OS and 
frequently used applications, while a 
1TB hard disk is employed alongside 
it for less important apps and files. 
Over time the system learns which 
applications and files are used most 
often, moving them to the faster 
SSD, and shifting those that are rarely 
accessed back to the hard disk. 

We've no way of testing it, 
unfortunately, since the system 
is entirely transparent and can’t 
be configured or turned off. What 
we can tell you is that the SSD is rapid: 
benchmarking with Xbench showed 
sequential read and write tests hitting 
277MB/sec and 315MB/sec, not far 
behind the iMac’s drive, which scored 
302MB/sec and 364MB/sec. 

It’s worth noting, too, that the 
Fusion Drive system isn’t available to 
Boot Camp users running Windows. 
And if you plan on sticking with OS x, 
it’s a pricey upgrade, available for an 
extra $300 and then only on the most 
expensive model. 

The other key hardware change sees 
Apple replace Sandy Bridge processors 
with 22nm Ivy Bridge technology. 

The Core i7-3720QM in our review 
model is a quad-core, 2.6GHz part, and 
it’s the more powerful of the two high- 


end chips available in this year’s Mac 
mini line-up - the other i7 is a 2.3GHz 
chip, with a cheaper Core i5 model to 
round things off. Our Mac mini scored 
an impressive 0.93 in our benchmarks, 
far ahead of the 0.72 scored by the 
Sandy Bridge Core i5 chip in last year’s 
machine. 

Disappointingly, there’s no longer 
an option to specify the mini with a 
discrete GPU, as there was last year. 
Graphics grunt is instead supplied by 
an integrated Intel HD Graphics 4000 
chip, which scored 57fps in our Low 
quality Crysis test, ruling out intensive, 
high-resolution gaming. 

Elsewhere it’s business as usual 
for Apple’s mini marvel. The flat top, 
curved corners and familiar Apple logo 
look fantastic; as compact desktop PCs 
go, there aren’t any that look better. 

Connectivity is comprehensive, 
with four USB ports at the rear, 
all upgraded to USB 3 this time 
around, HDMI and Thunderbolt display 
outputs, Gigabit Ethernet and FireWire 
sockets, an SD card reader and a pair 
of 3.5mm audio jacks, one of which 
doubles as an optical S/PDIF output. 
Underneath, a circular panel can be 
removed, revealing the mini’s two 
memory sockets. It will take up to 
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A Despite its small 
size, the Mac 
mini’s connectivity 
is comprehensive, 
with four USB 
3 ports, HDMI 
and Thunderbolt 
outputs 


KEY SPECS 

2.6GHz Intel Core i7-3720QM « 4GB DDR3 RAM : 
128GB SSD « ITB hard disk + Intel HD Graphics 
4000 - 4x USB 3+ Thunderbolt « dual-band 
802. 1labgn Wi-Fi - Gigabit Ethernet « SD card 
reader - HDMI - Apple OS X Mountain Lion - lyr 
RTB warranty «197 x 197 x 36mm (WDH) « 1.2kg 


16GB of DDR3 RAM, although we’d 
counsel against upgrading at the point 
of sale - going from 4GB to 16GB adds 
a hefty $360 in the Apple Store. 

At $1319, our Fusion Drive-equipped 
Core i7 review model is equally 
silly money, but Apple’s lowest- 
specification model is much better 
value. At $699, it costs less than last 
year’s base model, and its Core i5 
processor is quicker and more efficient. 
For anyone after a small, capable 
desktop PC, there isn’t anything that 
comes close to packing as much power 
into as elegant a chassis as this. Plus, 
for anyone hankering after the OS X 
experience, it’s the cheapest way to 
get on board. 
Mike Jennings 
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INTEL NEXT UNIT 
OF COMPUTING 


AN IRRESISTIBLY TINY PC THAT SETS 
NEW STANDARDS FOR COMPACTNESS 


AND POWER-EFFICIENCY 


PRICE $399 (DC3217BY) 
SUPPLIER www.Intel.com.au 


espite the pompous 
name, Intel’s Next Unit 
of Computing (NUC) is a 


modest creature indeed. Measuring 
less than five inches square, and 
standing a squat 39mm talll, it’s 

an exceptionally compact PC that 
makes even Apple’s Mac mini (see 
p36) look big - and at first glance, the 
price appears sensational. 

What you’re buying isn’t a complete 
system, however. Whether you choose 
the $379 all-black DC3217IYE or the 
$399 maroon-topped DC3217BY, all 
you actually get is a motherboard, 
processor and case. Adding your own 
memory, storage and OS isn’t difficult, 
but it ups the cost significantly - and 
if you’d hoped to populate your NUC 
with old spare parts, be warned that 
Intel’s lilliputian design demands 
DDR3 SODIMMs (see 1) and storage in 
the modern mSATA format. 

The colour isn’t the only difference 
between the two NUC models. The 
DC3217IYE provides a Gigabit Ethernet 
socket at the back along with two 
HDMI sockets, while the DC3217BY 
bears a Thunderbolt connector and a 
single HDMI socket (see 2). In other 
words, the DC3217BY comes with no 
networking capabilities at all out of 
the box - but both models provide an 
internal half-length mini-PCI Express 
slot (see 3) with antenna connections, 
so you can add a suitable Wi-Fi card if 
you wish. 

The only other connectors are a 
pair of USB sockets at the back, with 
a third at the front. Oddly, these all 
run at USB 2 speeds, rather than 
USB 3, which is crazy: with internal 
storage limited to a single mSATA 
drive, the NUC is crying out for high- 
speed external connectivity. The 
DC3217BY model can at least support 
Thunderbolt drives, but these are far 
more expensive than their USB 3 
equivalents. 

Inside, both NUCs are powered by 


a surface-mounted Core i3-3217U, 
clocked at 1.8GHz. Like all Core i3 
models, it lacks Turbo Boost, so you 
won't see that frequency ramp- 

up under heavy workloads. The 
processor does offer two physical 
cores, however, with Hyper-Threading 
providing two additional virtual cores. 
In practice we found Windows 8 ran 
perfectly smoothly on a NUC (the 
DC3217BY in this case) equipped 

with 3GB of DDR3-1066 and a 32GB 
Samsung PM830 system disk. A 
Responsiveness score of 0.67 in our 
benchmarks confirms that sense of 
slickness, while a sluggish 0.37 in the 
Multitasking test exposes the limits of 
the dual-core CPU. 

We also tried pitting the NUC’s 
integrated HD 4000 GPU against our 
Crysis 3D benchmarks. The system 
averaged a barely playable 28fps in 
our Low quality test, falling to 18fps 
at Medium quality and 8fps at High 
quality. 

The NUC’s low-power design has 
upsides. Cooling requirements are 
minimal: at all loads, the built-in CPU 
fan is barely audible. Use the VESA 
mount included with the DC3217BY 
model to affix the NUC to the back 
of your monitor, and you won't hear 


it at all. Another benefit is power 
efficiency: sitting at the Windows 8 
desktop, our NUC idled at an absurdly 
low 8W. Even in the throes of our 
multitasking test, it never topped 
20W. By comparison, the Mac mini 
idles at 18W. 

With its frugal processor and limited 
connectivity, the NUC will never be as 
capable or versatile as the Mac mini 
- and the need to populate it yourself 
eats away at the price advantage. 

A setup like ours would cost around 
$650 if we bought all the elements. 

Yet there’s something delightful 
about the tininess, quietness 
and overall simplicity of the NUC 
design. For a front-room system, an 
always-on server or a basic office 
desktop, a NUC could be just the 
ticket - and if Intel ever produces 
a version with USB 3, it will deserve 
serious consideration from anyone 
seeking a stylish, compact PC. For 
now, though, while these first two 
models prove that the Next Unit of 
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KEY SPECS Computing concept has tremendous 
1.8 GHz Intel Core i3- promise, they’re simply too limited for 
3217U - Intel HD a general recommendation. 

Graphics 4000: HDMI Darien Graham-Smith 
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-1x 51mm mSATA slot 
*1x 26mm mini-PCI-E 
slot for Wi-Fi card with 
antenna connections - 
Gigabit Ethernet 
(DC3217IYE only) + 
Thunderbolt 
(DC3217BY only) «3x 
USB 2: 3yr RTB 
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BrackBook 


$3199 
venomcomputers.com.au 


ith the launch of Windows 
8 we have seen a flurry 
of activity from the big 


name PC manufacturers, as they try 
to deliver the best laptop that twists, 
flips and can double as a tablet. You 
just have to look over our Labs tests 
this month to see where mainstream 
laptops are headed. 

Commensurate with this push is 
a shift towards mobility over power. 
Intel’s Ultrabook focused processors 
are favoured, and discreet GPUs are 
nowhere to be seen. Even the screens, 
which are increasingly using better 
IPS panels in order to maximise 
viewing angles, are designed for 
clarity, not accuracy. 

What we aren’t seeing a lot of are 
performance-focused laptops, ones 
that are more luggable than portable. 
These were once a mainstay, and 
are now relatively niche, usually 
taking the form of gaming models 
from manufacturers like ASUS, MSI 
and Alienware. There are a few other 


manufacturers who build systems 
from OEM chassis, and this is where 
Venom comes in. 

Venom is an Australian- 
owned brand that is entering the 
performance laptop market with its 
BlackBook lineup. These take the form 
of both 15 and 17 inch models, and 
while they aren’t cheap, they are very 
well priced for the sheer amount of 
power contained within. 

One of the key things that Venom 
is pushing with its laptops is that 
it offers a ‘Face to Face” warranty, 
where the salesperson you deal with 
is the same person you go to for any 
technical support. This is one thing 
we can’t test but it does show how 
committed they are to the brand. 

Our first BlackBook encounter is 
this $3199 17in model. It has an Intel 
Core i7-3630QM CPU, 4GB Nvidia GTX 
680M GPU, 16GB of Corsair Vengeance 
RAM, 240GB Intel 520 SSD anda 
1TB 5400rpm HDD. It uses a 1920 
x 1080 matte LCD screen, Onkyo 
audio system and comes with a Blu- 
ray writer as standard. Even more 
impressive are the little touches, like 
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KEY SPECS 
Core i7-3630QM : 4GB 
Nvidia GTX 680M - 
16GB Corsair 
Vengeance DDR3 - 
256GB SSD - 1TB 
5400rpm HDD - Blu- 
ray writer + 17in 1920 x 
1080 LCD : GbE : dual 
band 802.1In « 412 x 
276 x 45.4mm (WDH) 
+3.9Kg 


VENOM 
BLACKBOOK 17 


ONE OF THE BEST GAMING 
LAPTOPS TO EVER LAND IN THE 
LABS SHOWS THAT WITH A BIT OF 
CARE, OEM DESIGNS CAN TRUMP 
THE BIG PLAYERS. 


the choice of Intel’s top end dual 
band Centrino Advanced N-6235 Wi-Fi 
card, full sized illuminated keyboard 
and a huge array of expansion ports. 
This array of high-end components 
is what really impresses about 
Venom. We have encountered other 
laptops that are based on the same 
OEM chassis, but they seldom have 
such a fine collection of extra bits 
and pieces. This becomes abundantly 
evident when playing games - or 
watching movies - on the BlackBook 
17, where both the visuals and the 
audio manage to stand out as some 
of the best we have seen on a laptop. 
Not only has Venom gone for an 


excellent quality screen (the viewing 
angles in particular are head and 
shoulders above what we expect for 
a TN panel), but the combination of 
CPU and GPU mean that the laptop 
is capable of running cutting edge 
games with everything cranked right 
up. This makes for a slick, smooth 
experience, and even in our very 
high detail Crysis benchmark the 
Blackbook 17 delivered a playable 
average of 29fps. In contrast, the 
$2999 Razer Blade laptop managed 
only 22fps at a lower resolution 
version of the very high detail test. 

The top end CPU also helped the 
Blackbook 17 to a very respectable 
score in our real world benchmarks, 
with an overall result of 0.98 putting 
its performance on par with a Core 
i7-2600K desktop setup. This beefy 
performance makes this a perfect 
solution as a mobile workstation 
as well as reinforcing its gaming 
credentials. 

This visual feast combines with 
some of the nicest gaming audio that 
we have heard from such a small 
device. The sound system is supplied 
by Onkyo, and it has been tuned 
for gaming and movies. This means 
music playback isn’t astounding, but 
when gaming the sound was full and 
rich, putting other laptops to shame. 

What really surprised us though, 
was the quality of the keyboard. 
While one can assume that a gaming 
laptop will be used with a mouse, the 
built-in keyboards on such laptops are 
highly variable in quality. Companies 
like MSI have in recent times made 
more of an effort in this regard, 
roping in third party manufacturer 
Steelseries to work on its GT70 model, 
but the keyboard on the Blackbook 17 
is every bit its equal. 

Being a 17in model, it sports a 
full-sized keyboard, with number 


V The Blackbook 17 is bristling with the kind of ports usually only found on a desktop PC 


A The illuminated 
keyboard is 
excellent, as is the 
high colour gamut 
1080p screen 


pad. The keys themselves have a 
surprising amount of travel and spring 
to them, and have a good feel when 
gaming. The keyboard itself also has a 
customisable three zone backlighting 
system, which you can tweak to the 
colours that you prefer. It is a small 


“The screen in particular is 
head and shoulders above 
what we would usually expect 
for a TN panel” 


touch, but indicative of the attention 
to detail that has been paid to the 
whole laptop. 

The touchpad is also quite good, 
although we found ourselves having 
to up the sensitivity to make it 
perfect. It has two discreet buttons 
and coped well with Windows 8 touch 
gestures. The metal inlaid palmrest 
is wide and comfortable enough 
to ensure that using the laptop is a 
pleasant experience. 

When it comes to expandability, 
Venom has made the most of the 
space offered by the bulky chassis. 


PCs & LAPTOPS (ZC 


Around the edges sit a USB 2 port, 
three USB 3, eSATA, Mini-Firewire, 
Displayport, DVI-I, HDMI, headphone, 
microphone and line-in jacks, S/PDIF, 
Gigabit Ethernet port and a 9-in-1 
card reader. 

Of course, the major tradeoff for 
this much power is that the laptop 
itself weighs just under 4KG, and 
isn’t going to be something you want 
to carry around all day. Its inherent 
processing power also impacts 
battery life, which was 1:42 in our 
heavy usage test and 2:57 in our light 
use one. With this in mind you'll want 
to be tethered to a power outlet if 
you are doing anything serious with 
the Blackbook 17. 

Overall this is a stunning debut 
product, showing that not all OEM 
laptops are created equally. Venom 
has taken a solid base design and 
built upon it carefully, choosing the 
right mix of components to deliver 
a fantastic laptop for gaming or 
other heavy lifting tasks. Not only 
does it sport great visual and audio 
capabilities, but its keyboard is 
excellent as well. It may not have 
the Macbook-like thin and light 
sensibilities of our previous favourite 
gaming laptop, the Razer Blade, but 
its use of high end componentry 
means it runs rings around it when 
it comes to performance - and 
that is ultimately what we expect 
from something with such a serious 
pricetag attached. 

John Gillooly 
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OUTSTANDING IMAGE QUALITY AND SOPHISTICATED 
WI-FI FUNCTIONS, BUT THE AUTOFOCUS SYSTEM 


LIMITS ITS APPEAL 


PRICE $2399 (Body only) 
SUPPLIER www.canon.com.au 


TT EOS 6D is Canon’s most 
affordable full-frame SLR to 
date. Its sensor is similar to 
the one in the luxurious 5D Mark III, 
but its controls have more in common 
with the cheaper 60D. It’s also the first 
Canon SLR to incorporate Wi-Fi and 
GPS, and with a price right between 
those two cameras, it’s a tempting 
proposition for keen amateurs who 
want the low noise and big viewfinder 
that come with a full-frame camera. 
The question is: is it good enough to 
beat the similar Nikon D600 as our 
favourite? 

Wi-Fi and GPS are optional extras 
on the D600, so having them built into 
the 6D gets it off to a good start. The 
GPS function keeps working when the 
camera is powered down so it needn’t 
spend ages recalculating its position. 

The Wi-Fi allows the camera to 
connect to an app for Android and iOS, 
which has a remote-shooting mode 
complete with live view, autofocus 
point and exposure control. An elegant 
image browser offers swift full-screen 
views and the ability to embed star 
ratings back onto the camera’s SD 
card. The other wireless functions are 
rather fiddly to set up, but the list is 
impressive, with tethered PC and Mac 
shooting, uploads to social media and 
wireless printing. 

The 6D’s controls are generally 
well laid out, but there’s no dedicated 
white-balance button. The Q button 
and its associated menu is the 
quickest means of access, but manual 
white-balance calibration is available 
only via the main menu. However, 
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the 6D compensates with its AF-On 
button. This triggers autofocus, 
giving the option to use the shutter 
release to take photos without 
having to refocus before each shot. 
Performance is excellent, hitting 
4.2fps in continuous mode (the D600 
managed 5.5fps, however). 

There’s no integrated flash, which 
some will see as a drawback, but 
others will consider it testimony 
to the camera’s incredible low- 
ight performance. It also lacks 
an autofocus assist lamp. This is 
something that Canon omits from all 
its SLRs, but autofocus in extremely 
ow light can suffer as a result. 

The 6D’s weakest area is its 
autofocus sensor. As with the D600, 
the 6D’s autofocus points are bunched 
towards the centre of the frame more 
than we’d like, but while the D600 
has 39 points with nine cross-type 
for increased sensitivity, the 6D has 
only 11 points, with a single cross- 
type point in the centre. So few points 
means automatic subject-tracking 
isn’t available. It also meant we often 
found ourselves focusing and then 
recomposing the shot. How much of 
a drawback this is depends on the 
kind of subjects you tend to shoot. It 
makes little difference for landscape 
photography; it’s a bit of a nuisance for 
portraits; but it’s a disaster for sports 
photography. — 

There are no such issues to 
report regarding image quality. The 
20-megapixel sensor is a little lower 
than the D600’s 24 megapixels and the 
5D Mark III’s 22 megapixels, but there 
isn’t much in it. All three excel for low 
noise at fast ISO speeds, but the 6D’s 
JPEGs edged into the lead, making it 
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A A full-frame 
sensor ensures 
incredibly low 
noise at high ISO 
speeds 


KEY SPECS 
20mp full-frame 
sensor + 11-point 
autofocus (1 cross- 
type) - 5.5fps 
continuous mode 
(quoted) - dual SDXC 
slots « lyr RTB 
warranty -145x 71x ll 
(WDH) - 850g (body 
only) 


<4 Controls are more 
similar to the 
Canon 60D than 
the 5D Mark III 


/ Canon 


the best low-light camera we’ve ever 
reviewed. 

Photos were fit for publication up 
to ISO 12800, and even ISO 51200 
produced passable snaps. Details 
at lower ISO were crisp and precise, 
accurately picking out fine textures 
such as hair and fabric. Automatic 
exposures were expertly judged 
and, as always, there’s ample scope 
to customise the JPEG processing 
settings. 

Compared with the D600, the 
differences fall somewhere between 
subjective and negligible - both take 
sublime photos. 

Their video modes are easier to tell 
apart. The 6D’s output is noticeably 
lower-resolution than that of the 
D600, with aggressive sharpening, 
and its punchy contrast comes at 
the cost of clipped highlights. Both 
have a mic input, but the 6D lacks a 
headphone output. It does provide full 
access to exposure controls, though, 
whereas the D600’s aperture is fixed 
while recording. 

The EOS 6D is an excellent choice for 
Canon loyalists who are considering 
moving to full-frame for the first time. 
The lower noise, shallower depth of 
field and larger viewfinder that come 
with a full-frame sensor, along with 
the Wi-Fi and GPS functions, add up 
to a significant upgrade. However, 
the 60D and even the 650D have nine 
cross-type autofocus sensors, and 
the 6D’s autofocus system compares 
unfavourably to that of the Nikon 
D600. It’s a close call, but ultimately 
this means that the D600 remains our 
top recommendation. 

Ben Pitt 
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THIS NEW FLAGSHIP CARD HAS TWO 7970 GPUS, A 
CLOSED LOOP COOLER AND ONE HECK OF A PRICETAG. 


PRICE $1900 
SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


GPU card this generation. Last 

time around it had the 6990 as a 
defined product, but with the 7000 
series it has left the dual GPU designs 
to its partners. In many ways this is 
acknowledgement of the fact that 
video cards have largely leapt ahead 
of the average consumer in terms of 
performance. Not only does a mid 
range card cope with pretty much 
anything at 1080p, but even those 
on higher end 2560 x 1440 resolution 
monitors are over-served by the 
higher end single GPU products. 

There are two reasons for someone 
to search out a dual GPU card, 
bragging rights and multiple monitor 
setups, and sadly this is unlikely to 
change, given the expectation that 
the next-gen consoles will focus on 
delivering a solid 1080p experience 
with midrange hardware. 

This, a limited production run of 
999 cards and a street price sitting 
just shy of $2000 make ASUS’ ARES 
II more an oddity than something to 
lust after. It is a product designed as 
a showcase, one of those products 
designed for those who don’t care 
about value for money. It is a dual 
RADEON HD 7970 card, with an 
Asetek-based closed loop watercooler 
designed to keep both GPUs under 
control. 

The card itself is a two slot design, 


H n theory, AMD hasn’t made a dual 


with an enclosed shroud. The tubing 
emerges midway along the shroud, 
and it also sports a fan to keep the 
memory and other circuitry cool (if 
you look at the correct angle you 
can see the GPUs being covered by 
something similar to the CPU blocks 
seen on closed loop coolers). 

It looks pretty serious all told 
(especially when you factor in the 
aluminium travel case that it ships in), 
but this radiator design actually poses 
quite a few challenges when installing 
the ARES II in a PC. The tubing isn’t 
incredibly long, so the ideal radiator 
position is the rear fan grill that sits 
next to your motherboard’s expansion 
ports. Unfortunately, because this is 
designed to use two fans, it is likely to 
encroach on any large CPU air coolers. 
It also takes up the spot usually 
reserved for closed loop CPU cooler 
radiators. These two factors limit 
your choice of cooler greatly, and we 
found the best solution was a top 
mounted one, such as Corsair’s H100i. 

We also noted with our review 
card (number 511 of 999) that there 
was a deeply disconcerting sound 
of trickling water coming from the 
radiator when we mounted it with the 
intake tubes at the top (despite the 
fact that such radiators are designed 
to mount in all orientations). There 
wasn’t any apparent leakage, and the 
temperatures didn’t get out of control 
while testing, but if there is one thing 
that we don’t want our PC sounding 
like, it is a babbling brook, if only for 


KEY SPECS 

2 x RADEON HD 7970 
GPUs - 6GB GDDRS - 3 
x 8xPCI-E power - dual 
slot card; radiator 


sanity’s sake. 

If we mounted the radiator with 
the tubes at the base the sound 
turned into a brief gurgle followed 
by relative silence, but this meant 
we needed to move the card down 
into the second PCI-E x16 slot on the 
motherboard. 

The other thing to factor in is 
that the whole assembly needs to 
be powered by three eight pin PCI-E 
connectors. This not only drives the 
GPUs, but also the radiator pump and 
the two fans used for cooling (ASUS 
has it set up by default as an intake, 
which is the optimal solution but 
again, requires careful planning when 
building with this card). 

We've focused a lot on the 
practicalities of the ARES II, if only 
because the performance is exactly 
as astonishing as we expected it to 
be. It managed 72 fps in our highest 
detail Crysis benchmark, ample 
performance at 2560 x 1440. With 
this level of performance one would 
need to start playing with multi- 
monitor eyefinity setups in order to 
find the limits of this card. It also 
aced every other test we threw at it - 
performance really isn’t an issue with 
the ARES II. 

The reality of the ARES II is that 
its limited production run works in 
its favour. This is a card designed 
for those who don’t care about 
the high pricetag, instead wanting 
something unique and powerful. 

The real threat to cards like the 
ARES II and other ‘7990’ models 

is the impending launch of a little 
product called GeForce Titan, which is 
rumoured to be based around a fully 
fledged version of NVIDIA’s Kepler 
die. If it lives up to expectations, 
this single GPU monster is likely to 
be a much more enticing solution 
for those hungering after extreme 
performance. 

John Gillooly 
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DOES PERIPHERALS 


THESE LIMITED EDITION CANS PACK A LOT OF FEATURES INTO 
AN ATTRACTIVE PACKAGE. BUT HOW DO THEY SOUND? 


PRICE $348 
SUPPLIER www.gamecon.com.au 


ome people swear by surround- 

S= headsets; others just 
can’t quite see the point 

when clever stereo headsets can still 

deliver good positional audio. After 

all, the human ear is pretty smart, 

and therefore quite good at tricking 

the brain into believing those zombie 

noises are coming from your front, left- 

hand side. If you’re in the latter camp, 

7.1 surround sound, as delivered in 

these very attractive headphones from 


Plantronics, probably seems like overkill. 


And over-priced overkill at that! 
But the limited edition Commander 


headset is very much a premium product. 


The design is pure military: light but 
sturdy wire mounting points connect 
the ear-cups to the headband, and 
there’s solid foam padding all around. 
The build quality is amazingly high, 
complete with subtle laser-etched 
details, and the detachable Velcro band 


on the headband is a lovely touch. You 
can remove this entirely if you want, or 
use it to add custom patches, such as 
team logos or your online handle. 

There’s a short cable attached to the 
Commander that terminates in what 
Plantronics calls a QuickDisconnect 
adapter. This handy snap-fitting means 
you can easily switch between the long, 
coiled gaming lead (which in turn plugs 
into an in-line Dolby USB soundcard), or a 
shorter cable with a single 3.5mm jack, for 
smartphone or similar usage. This would 
be extremely handy... ifthe Commander’s 
mic were in turn detachable. 

It’s a shame, too, because the sound 
delivered through the Commanders 
is pretty top notch - maybe not $350 
worth of sound, but still very good. For 
gaming you get a rich sound field and 
very distinct positioning, but it’s not over 
the top like some surround sets - it’s 
a far more natural sound. Bass isn’t 
overdone, either, which is nice, but you 
still get a good wallop from explosions 
and similar effects. Music comes across 


Information Technology 


Design Your 
IT Career 


Monash offers you a global perspective. 


Choose from a range of undergraduate 
degrees, coursework masters, graduate 
diplomas and certificates across all areas of 
information technology. Research programs, 


online credit recognition, Industry Based 
Learning, off-campus study and International 
Merit Scholarships are also available. 


MONASH University 


Australia = Malaysia = South Africa = Italy = India 


KEY SPECS 

7.1 surround sound - 
in-line USB soundcard 
with Dolby Headphone 
and Pro Logic IIx « 
40mm drivers « 
QuickDisconnect 
adapters 


clearly, though some higher-end sounds 
do come across as a little indistinct. 

They fit just about any head size 
very well - too well, in fact. They clamp 
to the side of your noggin like, well, 
clamps, and after a couple of hours felt 
quite uncomfortable. 

The Gamecom Commanders 
certainly look the part, but are hard to 
recommend. You could spend the same 
money on some Sennheiser cans and 
end up with a much better product. 
David Hollingworth 


PERFORMANCE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 


VALUE FOR MONEY 


Choose to study IT at Monash. 


Monash offers cutting-edge research, 
outstanding academics, superb facilities and a 
prestigious reputation recognised around the 
world. 


it.monash.edu 
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THERMALTAKE CHASAR A41 


A SOLID MID-RANGE EFFORT WITH SOME VERY 
HANDY FEATURES, AND ONE OR TWO ISSUES 


$129 
www.thermaltake.com.au 


TT secon almost got some 
crazy example of PC case 
Tourette’s. The company just 
can’t stop putting out case after case, 
covering nearly all ends of the PC user 
spectrum, and where it doesn’t quite 
have it all locked up (such as high-end 
cases, like Corsair or Silverstone), it 
simply keeps flooding the lower to mid 
end. This isn’t a bad thing, per se, as it 
delivers a lot of choice in features and 
aesthetics, at pretty reasonable prices. 
The Chasar A41 is aimed squarely 
at gamers, with its blue highlights 
and aggressively angular styling, not 
to mention the windowed side panel 
to show off whatever high-powered 
innards that are typically stuffed into 
cases like this. But it’s a pretty solid 
case aside, assuming that gamer 
aesthetic doesn’t put you off entirely. 
The front fascia is studded with 
removable plates protecting the optical 
drive bays and a single, lonely 3.5in 
bay. These are very firmly emplaced, 
meaning they’re almost impossible 
to accidentally knock loose. This 
fascia can also be popped off to get 
to a removable dust filter, for handy 
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cleaning, though the plastic pillars 
securing the panel to the chassis look 
like they may not be able to handle too 
much stress. 

The top panel has some interesting 
highlights, however. There’s a large 
mesh insert for either the included 
200mm upper exhaust fan (along with 
rubber grommets to keep vibration 
noise down), along with mounts for an 
optional radiator if liquid cooling is your 
thing. There’s also a little storage tray, 
handy for placing screws and other 
odds and ends during building and 
upgrading. The power buttons are well- 
engineered, and the two USB3 ports 
are good for fast data transfers from 
compatible devices. 

Internally there’s a surprising 
amount of room, due to the extruded 
side panels, and the fact that the 
expansion slots extend beyond the 
case’s rear panel, placing the securing 
thumb-screws (yay, no dodgy tool-less 
clips!) outside the case. For some, this 
will be a deal-breaker, as it allows fiddly 
hands access to important parts of the 
case, but if your computing space is 
free of such hands, it’s a non-issue. The 
rest of the interior is pretty great, too, 
with a large amount of space behind 


495 x 252 x 51mm (H 
x Wx D) - 8kg; 7x 
expansion slots « 4x 
5.25in, 1x 3.5in, 5x 3.5 
or 2.5in drive bays + 1x 
120mm fan (front), 1x 
120mm fan (rear), 1x 
200mm fan (top) + 2x 
USB3, 1x audio ports « 
up to ATX. 


COMPONENTS 


Thermaltake 


the motherboard plate for stowing 
excess cable, and lots of good cut-outs 
protected by rubber grommets for 
running said cables. 

The tool-less clipping system on 
the ODD bays seems solid enough for 
the admittedly light work any optical 
drive gets these days, while the hard 
disk drives are secured by screws 
into light, plastic, slide-out caddies. 
There’s no rubber mountings here, 
sadly, or on the PSU mount, which is 
a bit of a disappointment after the 
noise-dampening efforts made on 
the top fan. Then again, at the case’s 
price-point, you’re still getting a pretty 
well-featured case. However, when you 
look at the case compared to what that 
asking price will get you from other 
manufacturers, the Chasar A41 does 
seem a little underwhelming. BitFenix 
and Corsair come to mind as case 
manufacturers that can deliver a lot 
more bang for this amount of bucks. 

The A41 is certainly solid enough, but 
a couple of niggles in build quality, and 
the slight under-speccing for the price, 
holds it back from being a top pick. 
David Hollingworth 
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Don’t cook your Notebook Ee 
this summer... 


Deepcool’s range of Not 


performance by efficiently an 
») safely dissipating heat. ~ 


shed aluminium 
Built-i 2.1 multin 
5 col 10ices 


4 x 100mm fans 
Multi-core Control Tec: 
4 status controls 
Original butterfly d 
Anti-slip base 


Dual 140mm fans + Dual 100mm fans 
Multi-core Control Technology (M.C.C.T.) 
Double angle adjustments ensure comfort 
2 X built-in USB 2.0 ports 


KOBO ARC 


A GOOD-QUALITY 
COMPACT TABLET 
WITH A HANDFUL OF 
WEAKNESSES 


16GB, $249; 32GB, $299 
www.kobobooks.com 


ntil now, small tablets have 
U been divided into two camps: 

colour ebook readers, tied 
down to the manufacturers’ own 
stores and content offerings; and all- 
purpose tablets, designed with a more 
flexible front-end. The Kobo Arc is the 
first we’ve come across to have its feet 
in both. 

On the Kobo and Collins books 
website, the Kobo Arc is marketed as 
an ebook reader with a colour screen. 
Overseas it’s a direct rival to the 
Amazon Kindle Fire HD and Barnes & 
Noble Nook HD, competitors that are 
absent from the Australian market. It 
comes with reading and store apps 
linked to the Kobo store, and further 
temptation to open your wallet is 
provided by a recommendations 
bar running along the bottom of the 
screen. This points to Kobo books and 
other content based on shortcuts 
and other items you’ve pinned to the 
homescreen. 

Yet, despite all this, the Arc is closer 
to a standard compact Android tablet, 
such as the Nexus 7 or Acer Iconia Tab 
A110, than to a colour ebook reader. 
Although it’s pre-loaded with the Kobo 
store app, you’re not restricted to 
buying content from Kobo as you are 
with some other ebook readers. That’s 
mainly due to the fact that the tablet 
comes with Google Play preinstalled, 
meaning it’s entirely possible to run the 
Amazon Kindle reading app and Play 
books app alongside Kobo’s software. 

This gives the Arc a major 
advantage, and the front-end is also 
more flexible than that of single store 
ebook readers. You can drop links to 
books, web pages and apps, and add 
widgets to the homescreen, just as 
you can with any standard Android 
tablet. The Kindle Fire HD front-end, for 
example, is far less freeform. 

Kobo has made some tweaks 
to Android, however. The screen 
scrolls continuously left to right, 
rather than in single, discrete leaps, 
and a series of large square tiles 
gives access to what Kobo calls 


“tapestries” - essentially a collection 
of themed sub-homescreens. The 
tablet comes preloaded with Reading, 
Entertainment, Social and Browsing 
tapestries, but you can also set up 
your own. 

The recommendations bar isn’t 
particularly helpful, however. None 
of its suggestions were particularly 
appropriate, and since they’re mostly 
a series of thumbnail images, it isn’t 
clear what they point to either. 

The preloaded Kobo reading 
software is better. Along with the 
usual font and background options, 
Kobo incorporates social networking 
features, allowing users to post 
and read others’ comments on the 
book they’re currently reading. Book 
stats let you view how many times a 
book has been read, and even who’s 
reading it right now. 

The hardware isn’t bad either. It’s 
a touch thicker and heavier than the 
Nexus 7 at 364g, but there isn’t much 
in it. The IPS screen is bright enough 
at 393cd/m2 to be readable in most 
situations, even outdoors. The 800 x 
1280 resolution matches the Nexus 7, 
too, and quality is similar. Although the 
Arc’s screen is more reflective, colours 
are more saturated and vivid. 

Thanks to a 1.5GHz dual-core T 
OMAP 4470 CPU and 1GB of RAM, we 
found it also played Full HD video and 
demanding games, such as Asphalt 7 
and Shadowgun, smoothly. 

Benchmarks reflected this level of 
performance, with a score of 1501ms 
in SunSpider - a touch faster than 
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the Nexus 7’s score of 1799ms - and 
a Quadrant score of 2924, which is 

a little slower. Battery life is roughly 
the same, with the Arc achieving 9hrs 
6mins in our looping video test. 

In general, the Kobo Arc is pleasing 
to use, but it would be remiss of us 
not to point out its weaknesses - and 
there are a few of them. First, using 
the front-end isn’t entirely stutter-free. 
As you swipe left and right through 
homescreens, animations shudder. We 
couldn’t get some apps to run, and 
the stock keyboard exhibits some 
lag, too, although this is easily fixed 
by installing an alternative such as 
SwiftKey. 

There are significant holes in 
its specifications as well. There’s no 
microSD slot for memory expansion, 
only single-band 2.4GHz Wi-Fi, no GPS 
and, unusually, no Bluetooth. 

Taken as a whole there are enough 
weaknesses here to put a sizeable dent 
in the Kobo Arc’s appeal. We’d have 
one over other tablet eReaders, simply 
because it provides more flexibility at 
the same price, and it’s cheaper than 
other options too. However, for all- 
round excellence, the Nexus 7 remains 
our pick of the 7in tablets. 

Jonathan Bray 


The design of the 
Arc isn’t all that 
exciting, although 
it's well made 


KEY SPECS 
.SGHz dual-core TI 
OMAP 4470 CPU - 1GB 
RAM 
6GB/32GB/64GB 
storage « 7in, 800 x 
280 IPS display - 
stereo speakers - 
single-band 802.1lbgn 
Wi-Fi + Android 4.0.4 - 
yt RTB warranty « 120 
x12 x 188mm (WDH) - 
364g 
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> JBLPOWERUP 


PRICE $TBC 
WEBSITE www.nokia.com 


not to like about a stylish, great sounding, NFC charger/dock 
combo? Well, if it only works with Nokia phones, it is a bit on the 
limiting side. 

That said, if you sit on the Nokia 920 side of the fence, and like your 
music, the JBL Powerup us a great option for you. It pairs with your 
phone via Bluetooth at the touch of a button, and when you rest your 
phone on the cleverly rubberised spot on top, it’ll even keep it charged, 
thanks to wireless Near Field Technology. 

It’s very easy to use, and on top of that it delivers remarkably punchy 
sound for a unit this size. If you’ve a small apartment, it’s an elegant 
music solution, but it is let down by being tethered to the nearest 
power point. If you’re 
looking for a mobile 
speaker solution, LE. 
you will sadly 
have to look 
elsewhere. 

David 
Hollingworth 


OVERALL KKK KK 


> INNERGIE MCUBE 
MINI 90 


PRICE $90 
WEBSITE www.myinnergie.com 


T: concept of a universal laptop power adapter is not new; 


Te speakers from JBL are a really solid idea - after all, what’s 


we see quite a few replacement power bricks pass through the 

Labs. But this implementation is something different enough to 
catch our eye. It is a 9OW car adapter, with a plug for a cigarette lighter 
driving not only the laptop power brick but also a USB charging port. 

As with any third-party laptop power adaptor, the biggest factor 

in how suitable it will be for you is whether it supports your model of 
laptop, so you'll need to check whether the 90W 15-21V specifications 
will work for you. If they do, you can use one of an assortment of tips 
supplied with the cable, designed to fit into 
most charging ports (of course, given 
Apple’s need to be different, its 
products aren’t supported). 
As long as the specs fit 
your needs the product is 
robust and effective, and 
the addition of a USB port 
makes it a great solution 
for mobile devices as well. x 
John Gillooly A 
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>» MUSICTOOTH PRO 


PRICE $35 
WEBSITE www.anyware.com.au 


ur first encounter with 8ware’s Musictooth product was a 
©O:: months ago. This turned any iPod dock into a Bluetooth 

streaming receiver. We loved the concept and simplicity, which 
is why we were so excited to check out the Musictooth Pro, which turns 
any set of speakers into a bluetooth streaming receiver. 

Operation is dead simple. The product ships with the small black box 
seen below, as well as an RCA to 3.5mm cable and a Mini-USB power 
adapter. Just plug the audio cable into your speakers (if they only take 
3.5mm inputs then you'll need to source a cable), then plug in the 
power and search for the Musictooth receiver with your 
bluetooth device. Then it is simply a 
case of pairing the two and 
hitting play. It works with (¥ 
any speakers that support \ 
a line in, easily paired with 
our Android phone and is 
one of the more elegant 
wireless streaming solutions 
that we have encountered. 
John Gillooly 
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> SANDISK 2566B 
ULTRA PLUS SSD 


PRICE $TBC 
WEBSITE www-sandisk.com.au 


hen it comes to SSDs 
Sandisk might not 
be the name that 


springs to mind, but thanks 
to widespread use by OEMs, 
it is one of the more common 
brands around. 

Its latest offering is the Ultra 
Plus line, a SATA 6Gbps model 
that uses a Marvel SS889175 
controller chip. This is a budget 
controller design, sitting below Sandisk’s Extreme SSDs in the 
market. Performance is still decent, with reads of 488 MB/s and writes 
of 436 MB/s in AS SSD. It won’t match it with the fastest of SSDs, but 
as we’ve mentioned in the past, the simple jump from HDD to SSD is 
so noticeable that budget drives are still a perfectly viable option when 
upgrading. Ultimately the worth of this drive will come down to pricing, 
which we don’t have just yet, but as long as it is reasonable both 
performance and the Sandisk name make this a contender. 

John Gillooly 
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>» RAZER ORBWEAVER 


PRICE $180 
WEBSITE au.razerzone.com 


rom time immemorial peripheral 
Peewee: have tried to 

reinvent the keyboard. There 
have been many attempts, and very 
few successes, the most notable 
of which was the Nostromo, 
originally developed by Belkin 
and Razer. 

The Orbweaver can be 
considered the Nostromo 
2.0, taking the tried and 
tested design and adding 
a mechanical keypad and 
ergonomic improvements. 
The wrist rest extends backwards, 
palmrest swivels and thumb assembly, which sports an eight way 
thumbstick and large spacebar paddle, can slide forward and outwards. 
This makes the Orbweaver exceptionally comfortable, even if you have 
monstrous man hands like this writer. Actual game control takes some 
getting used to, but there is a reason this design has endured where 
others have failed miserably. It is comfortable, highly configurable and 
as long as there are enough buttons for your choice of game, it makes 
for a compelling, if expensive, alternative to the humble keyboard. 
John Gillooly 


> MEKA Gl ILLUMINATED 


PRICE $TBC 
WEBSITE ttesports.com 


ay one thing about this keyboard from Thermaltake’s gaming 
peripherals arm - it’s built like the proverbial well-made hut that 


we don’t mention in polite company. 

The MEKA G1 Illuminated is, as you might guess, an iteration of the 
unlit G1 that we have looked at previously. It still looks like a blinged up 
version of the kind of thing we all used in the 80s, but the illuminated 
keys and amazing array of ports, not to mention the quality Cherry MX 
Black switches, add up to a premium gaming keyboard. 

The thick, cloth-wrapped cable of the G1 is necessary to house two 
USB ports and two audio ports. The solidity makes it a great option 
for shoving in a bag and taking it to a LAN, and even though it is a full 
keyboard, it still feels very compact. The illumination can be set for the 
whole board, or just control keys, like WASD, and can be set at various 
levels of brightness. In-game, 
the keys are smooth and > 
a pleasure to play on. 
It may not be our 
first choice for a 
keyboard, but it’s 
still a solid option. 
David 
Hollingworth 
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>» LOGITECH T400 
ZONE TOUCH MOUSE 


PRICE $69.95 
WEBSITE www .logitech.com 


ogitech’s Zone Touch mouse isn’t the first such design we have 
L= replacing the scroll wheel with a small capacitive touch 

strip. This model has been subtly tweaked to work with Windows 
8 though, thanks to the clicky nature of the touch strip. 

Not only can you use the strip to scroll up and down as you would a 
scroll wheel, but the strip can register two different clicks. Hit the rear 
and you get a standard middle click, but hit the front and it doubles as 
a Windows key, jumping you in and out of the modern UI in Windows 
8. What really struck us, though, was how 
much better the strip felt than a scroll 
wheel when navigating the largely 
horizontal modern UI. 

Apart from the strip, this is a standard 
mouse design. It is a lot lower profile 
than we are used to, which means it is 
something that you would want to try 
before buying. Apart from that we quite 
liked the design of the t450 Zone Touch 
mouse, especially the rubberised side grips, 
which go a long way towards compensating 
for the low profile design. 

John Gillooly 
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> LOGITECH 1650 
WIRELESS TOUCHPAD 


PRICE $99.95 
WEBSITE www logitech.com 


ven if you do your best to 
E::: Windows 8’s modern SCENE 
Ul and stay on the desktop, 
having access to the inbuilt 
touch gestures makes the entire 
experience of using the OS a lot 
smoother. This is where Logitech’s 
t650 touchpad comes in, with 
support for multitouch gesturing. 
This wireless device connects using Logitech's tiny unifying 
transceiver, and can optionally be connected by a USB cable (which 
also charges it). It has a large, slick glass surface, offering plenty of 
room for multitouch gesturing as well as enough space to mouse 
around without setting sensitivity too high. We found that the main 
thing we had to get used to was the fact that mouse clicks are done via 
tapping (the touchpad itself doesn’t click like most laptop touchpads 
do), but it didn’t take long to train our brains to do that. The touchpad 
does have a fantastic feel to it, and added significantly to our ability to 
navigate Windows 8 on non-touch devices. 
John Gillooly 
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JENNETH ORANTIA REVIEWS THE LATEST AND OCCASIONALLY 
GREATEST APPS ACROSS ALL THE AVAILABLE MOBILE PLATFORMS 


>» BITCASA 


T= team behind Bitcasa is pretty ambitious. It’s not 
enough for them to merely add to your 
existing storage options - they want 
to replace all of your USB flash drives and 
external hard drives with the new cloud-based 
‘Infinite Drive’ that you can access from all of 
your devices - assuming, of course, that you 
don’t have a BlackBerry or a Windows Phone. 
Bitcasa is different to other cloud services 
like Dropbox and SkyDrive in that there’s no 
limit to the amount of storage you can use. 
For a special introductory price of $69 a year 
(or $10 a month), you get unlimited storage 
and bandwidth, along with infinite file version 
history, encryption, and folder mirroring 
support. Or, you can sign up for a free account 
and get an impressive 10GB of storage (or five 
times more than what Dropbox offers for free). 
There are clients available for Windows, 
Mac, Linux, iOS and Android. For the desktop 
platforms, Bitcasa mounts as a virtual hard 
drive that you can drag and drop files to, and 
you can use this to store your entire iTunes 
music collection so you can stream it from 


>» GUVERA 


ot to be confused with the famous Marxist rebel 
of similar name, Guvera is an Australian music 


streaming service that’s recently 


11:51 AM 


S&S bitcasa 


released mobile apps for iOS and Android. The 
drawcard is that it’s completely free to use on 
mobile devices - on other services like Spotify 
and Rdio, you have to have a paid subscription 
before you can do access the service on 
smartphones and tablets. 

Guvera doesn’t have as many tracks as 
the more popular streaming music service; 
it advertises that it has “millions” of tracks, 
whereas Spotify and Rdio claim 20 million and 
18 million respectively. But depending on the 
style of music you're into, this may not be a 
dealbreaker. Our searches revealed a wide 
variety of popular artists in the music library, 
from One Direction and Guy Sebastian to Ed 
Sheeran and Birds of Tokyo. Older bands are 
fairly well-represented as well - we were able 
to find a good selection of tracks from artists 
like David Bowie, Aretha Franklin, Nirvana and 
The Rolling Stones. 

The mobile app makes it easy to find 
and browse through music, with lots of 
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Valentine's Day 


rad 


11:51 AM 


GUVERA* 


CLARE 22'S 


PRICE FREE DEVELOPER BITCASA 
PLATFORM IPHONE, IPAD, ANDROID 


your mobile devices. It also works well for video, although 
the quality of the stream is ultimately dependent on your 
data speeds. 

The Bitcasa clients for iOS and Android are mainly 
designed for viewing content, with a simple tile-based 
home screen divides your files by type (ie music, photos, 
documents and videos). There are built-in viewers for open 
files without leaving the app, and you can share files via 
email, MMS, Twitter and Facebook, as well as download 
copies for offline access by adding them as favourites. 

There are also a couple of options for uploading content 
from the mobile apps. Both the iOS and Android apps have 
the option of automatically backing up all of the photos 
and videos you take with the camera to your Bitcasa drive. 
In Android, you can also upload files to Bitcasa from the 
standard ‘share’ menu option. 


EASE OF USE 
FEATURES 


KKKK KY 
KK KKK 
VALUE FOR MONEY KKK KK 


OVERALL KKwKKKK x 


PRICE FREE DEVELOPER GUVERA 
PLATFORM ANDROID, IPHONE 


featured categories on the main tab, a genre browser and 
a ‘recommended’ section that displays music similar to 
what you’ve played previously. You can add music and 
albums to playlists, listen to music offline, and share tracks 
on Facebook. Album art doesn’t seem to be universally 
available for all tracks; while most display the artwork while 
the song is playing, some display a plain black background. 

Rather than get money from subscribers to pay its 
licensing fees, Guvera displays ads - a lot of them. There’s 
an ad strip at the bottom of the main navigation screen; 
full-screen pop-up ads will randomly appear, ads will play 
before a song and during a song (replacing the album art), 
and every now and then a video ad will start playing during 
music playback. You can upgrade to a Guvera Platinum 
subscription for $11.99 to get rid of the ads, but for that 
money, you may as well subscribe to one of the bigger 
music streaming services. 


EASE OF USE 
FEATURES 
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> WUNDERLIST 


PRICE FREE DEVELOPER 6 WUNDERKINDER 
PLATFORM ANDROID, IPHONE 


he only problem with 
making lists on a 
smartphone is that it 


usually takes too long to write 
the items down compared to 
jotting them out on a piece of 
paper. Wunderlist takes the 
complexity out of the picture by 
reducing the steps involved. As 
soon as you launch it, there’s a = Shopping 

bar at the top of the screen for = Movies to Watch 
entering tasks. All the standard 
task management features are 
available like due dates, notes 
and sub-tasks, and you can = Personal 
maintain multiple lists of to-dos. Bie kerer 
You can also sync your lists across 
your devices (including your 
computer through the web-based 
interface) and share them with 
friends and colleagues. 


> COBOOK 


PRICE FREE DEVELOPER COBOOK 
PLATFORM IPHONE 


or a classic example of 
i Apple needs to 

pull up its bootstraps in 
iOS, you only need to look at a 
the Contacts app. Compared to Social Profile 


other platforms, where social 


{2 Inbox 


(S| Today 


| Week 


= Wishlist 


= Financial 


identities are closely intertwined, Hi Fecebook 
iOS looks like very dated, and it’s @ Linkedin 
this shortcoming that Cobook ¥ Twitter 
tries to overcome. For the most 3 Google+ 


part, Cobook succeeds, pulling in Gi Foursquare. 
data from Facebook and Twitter 
automatically for each contact 
and adding photo thumbnails in 
he list view (sorely missing in the 
stock iOS app). Other social media HackerNews 
networks are supported as well, 
such as LinkedIn, Google+ and 
Foursquare, but you have to add 
these manually for each contact. 
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@ Github 


>» SNAPCHAT 


SOFTWARE [ESI 


PRICE FREE DEVELOPER SNAPCHAT 


PLATFORM ANDROID, IPHONE 


napchat is a new photo 
sharing service with a 
small yet significant twist. 


Rather than have your photos 
be permanently saved on a 
recipient’s phone, they’re only 
available for up to 10 seconds 
before they self-destruct. 
Obviously, this sort of setup 
lends itself quite well to sending 
naughty pictures that you don’t 
want re-posted on the Internet, 
but the flip side is that there’s 
nothing to stop recipients from 
taking a screenshot of the picture 
or even taking a photo of the 
screen with a camera. Snapchat 


does tell you if someone has taken 


a screenshot of your photo, but 


that’s a little like closing the stable 


door after the horse has bolted. 


> VINE 


NS 
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PRICE FREE DEVELOPER VINE LABS 


PLATFORM IPHONE 


e’ve talked about 
other apps being the 
‘Instagram of videos’ 


before, but Vine is really and 
truly the real deal. It doesn’t 
hurt that its parent company is 
Twitter - a fact that’s reflected 
in the app’s slick design, easy- 
to-use controls, and familiar 
conventions like hashtags and 
trending posts. Videos that you 
post on Vine aren't really videos 
so much as they are 6-second 
animated GIFs, and shooting 
them is as easy as holding down 
on the screen with your finger. 
The app stops recording as soon 
as you lift your finger, making 

it easy to switch around with 
different angles. 


{Ws Trevor Long 22h 
Here they are - Red Bull Racin: 
Australia 2013 V8 Supercars 


@redbullracingau 
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WHAT |S THE BEST WAY TO USE — AND ENJOY — WINDOWS 8? WE LOOK AT A RANGE OF 
PLATFORMS TO FIND THE BEST HOME FOR THE NEW OS. 


Lene that particular form 
factor.We've picked one overall winner and issued 
Recommended awards across the entire group 
test, but t Syolenty of high-quality hardware to 
cho s the categories. 


HYBRIDS 

Introduction 

Dell XPS 12 

Asus Taichi 21 

Lenovo ThinkPad Twist 
Sony VAIO Duo 11 
Toshiba Satellite U920t 


TABLETS 

Introduction 

Asus VivoTab RT TF600T 
Microsoft Surface 

with Windows RT 

Acer Iconia W700 


TOUCHSCREEN LAPTOPS 

Introduction 66 
Asus VivoBook X202E 68 
Asus VivoBookS400CA 70 
Acer Aspire S7 71 
Sony VAIO T13 7\ 


Feature table 

How we test 
Results 

View from the Labs 
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/ PRODUCT TYPE 


Asus Ses Lenovo Sony VAIO Toshiba 
Taichi 21 XPS 12 ThinkPad Twist. {Duoll Satellite U920t 


Overall KAKI KKKKKK KKKKEK KKKK HK kkk Kk 
Performance KKKKKE KKKKK Ka KKK KKKKIK KAKKIS 
y Battery Life Ka KK KKKKKK Kk kK KKK KK Kak KK 


features = Desien KAKK KKKKKK Ka KK KKKKKK KAKI 
Neen Money KKKKKK KAKKK EK KaK KK KKK IK KKK 


| PURCHASE INFORMATIONV 


Price $1750 $1999 $1169 $2399 $1399 
; Supplier WWW.aSUS.COM.aU www.dell.com.au wwwienovo.com/au Wwwsony.com.au www.mytoshiba.com.au 
Dimensions (WDH, 
B including feet) 307x199 x18mm 317x214x20mm 313 x 236 x 20mm 322x200 x2Imm 326 x 213 x 20mm 
z Weight (with PSU) .25kg (1.46kg) 151kg (1.83kg) .57kg (1.9kg) 1.28kg (1.6kg) 46kg (1.75kg) 
CORE COMPONENTS 
: Processor .9GHz Intel Core i7-3517U 1.9GHz Intel Core i7-3517U .7GHz Intel Core i5-3317U .9GHz Intel Core i7-3517U .8GHz Intel Core i3-3227U 
Motherboard chipset Intel QS77 Express Intel QS77 Express Intel HM77 Express intel HM76 Express Intel HM76 Express 
RAM fitted (user 
upgradeable) 4GB DDR3 (* 8GB DDR3 (* ) 4GB DDR3 (W” 86B DDR3(¥ 4GB DDR3 (“ 
DISPLAY 
Size & finish ded ams Nin 125inglossy 2.5in glossy 1.6in glossy 1.6in glossy 
pee Resolution 920 x 1080 1920x1080 366 x 768 1920 x1080 366 x 768 
pisitise ere stylus sy (stylusincluded) s 4 ¥ (stylus included) x 
Graphics chipset intel HD Graphics 4000 Intel HD Graphics 4000 intel HD Graphics 4000 intel HD Graphics 4000 Intel HD Graphics 4000 
Video outputs Pe ce mini-DisplayPort mini-DisplayPort, mini-HOMI D-SUB, HDMI HOMI 
DRIVES 
~ | Hard disk/SSD capacity 2566B 2566B 5006B 2566B 28GB 
| Disk type SSD SSD 5,400rpm HDD SSD SSD 


BATTERY 


Sealed (35Wh, 3,200mAh) Sealed (47Wh) Sealed (not stated) 


Battery type (capacity) 
7 PORTS & CONNECTIONS 


Sealed (4,960mAh) Sealed (38Wh) 


Wireless connectivity rca 802.1In, Bluetooth Duet ate 80211In, Bluetooth oe 802.1n, Bluetooth Duekband 802.11n, Bluetooth es 802.1In, Bluetooth 
| Wired Ethernet speed i 
(Mbits/sec) 1000 (via adapter) a4 1000 1000 x 
Memory card reader x x MMC, SD MSPro, SD MMC, SD 
| Ports 2x USB 3, headphone/ 2xUSB 3, headphone/ 2xUSB 3, headphone/ 2x USB 3, headphone/ 2x USB 3, headphone/ 
microphone combo jack microphone combo jack microphone combo jack microphone combo jack Microphone combo jack 
) OTHER FEATURES 
| Keyboard backlight v v « A v 
| Webcam Imp front, Smp rear 0.9mp front 0.9mp front 24mp front, 2.4mp rear Imp front, 3mp rear 
Fingerprint reader x x x . x 
Touchpad disable Keyboard shortcut Software switch Software switch Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut 
| Volume control Physical button Physical button Physical button Physical button Physical button 
} Autorotate toggle & v. f Vv of 


button 


Windows 8 64-bit Windows 8 Pro 64-bit Windows 8 Pro 64-bit 


| Operating system Windows 8 64-bit Windows 8 64-bit 
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Acer Asus VivoTab Microsoft Surface] Acer 
Iconia W700 RT TF600T with Windows RT {Aspire S 


KAKKHK 


J={olo)\¢ 


parrererars 


© 


GI dt 


KA K KK KKK KKK 

KAKI KKK KAKA KAKKKS KKK IK KKKKKS KKKKKS 
KKKKIEK Ka KK KK  0.0.0.0.8.4 KAKK IKK KKKKIN KKKKIEK KAKK IS 
KKK KAKKIK KAKI KKKKKK KKK KAKKKN KKK 
KKKKKK KAKKK HK KKK IH KKK IK KKK KICK KKK KKK KAKK 


32GB, $559 ; 32GB with Touch 


$1299 $699 Cover $679 $1999 $699 $850 $1299 

Www.acer.com.au WWW.aSUS.com.au Wwwumicrosoft.com.au Www.acer.com.au Wwwasus.com.au WWW.asus.com.au Wwwwsony.com.au 
263x171x9mm (tablet only), 

296 x196 x10mm 263 x171x19mm (with 275 x172x 9.5mm 323 x 224 x12mm 303 x 200 x 22mm 339 x 239 x 24mm. 324 x 226 x 20mm 
keyboard dock) 

934g (1.28kg) 530g (628g); with mobile 680g (900g) 1.27kg (1.63kg) Alkg (1.6kg) 1.82kg (2.2]kg) .59kg (1.89kg) 


dock, 1.07kg 


./GHz Intel Core i5-3317U 1.2GHz Nvidia Tegra 3 T30L 1.2GHz Nvidia Tegra 3 T30L 1.9GHz Intel Core i7-3517U .8GHz Intel Core i3-3217U 1.7GHz Intel Core i5-3317U 1.7GHz Intel Core i5-3317U 
Intel HM77 Express Nvidia Tegra 3 Nvidia Tegra 3 Intel HM77 Express Intel HM76 Express Intel HM76 Express Intel HM76 Express 
4GB DDR3 (* ) 2GB DDR3 (% ) 2GB DDR3 (* ) 4GB DDR3 (* ) 4GB DDR3 (% ) 4GB DDR3(¥ ) 4GB DDR3(¥ ) 

1.6in glossy 10.lin glossy 10.6in glossy 13.3in glossy 1.6in glossy 14in glossy 3.3in glossy 

920 x1080 1366x768 1366 x 768 1920x1080 366 x 768 1366 x 768 366 x 768 
4 Bd x x“ 4 a4 x“ 

intel HD Graphics 4000 ULP GeForce ULP GeForce Intel HD Graphics 4000 Intel HD Graphics 4000 Intel HD Graphics 4000 Intel HD Graphics 4000 
D-SUB (via adapter), Haee om z ‘i i : 
micro-HDMI micro-HDMI micro-HDMI micro-HDMI D-SUB, HDMI D-SUB, HDMI D-SUB, HDMI 
| 1286B 64GB 64GB 1286B 500GB 5006B 28GB 
SSD SSD SSD SSD 5,400rpm HDD 5,400rpm HDD SSD 


Tablet: sealed (25Wh); 


keyboard dock: sealed (22Wh) Sealed (2.330mAn) 


Sealed (2,340mAh) 


Sealed (not quoted) 


Sealed (38Wh, 5,136mAh) Sealed (44Wh, 4400mAh) Sealed (42Wh, 4,050mAh) 


Dual-band 802.1In, Bluetooth — Single-band 802.1In, Bluetooth Dual-band 802.1in, Bluetooth Dual-band8021in, Bluetooth —Single-band 80211in, Bluetooth Single-band 8021In, Bluetooth Single-band 80211In, Bluetooth 
4 4,NEFC, GPS 4, NFC, GPS 4 4 4 4 


x x x 1000 (via adapter) 10/00 1000 (000 

x microSD. microSD MMC, SD MMC, SD MMC, SD MSPro, SD 
Tablet: 1x USB 3, headphone/ : fare . 5 1x USB 3,2 x USB 2, 1xUSB3,2xUSB2, xUSB3,1xUSB2, 
microphone combo jack; dock: eae fence ack 1xUSB 2, headphone jack Fe or headphone/microphone headphone/microphone headphone/microphone 


3xUSB3 


combo jack 


combo jack 


combo jack 


N/A « x v x « 4 

0.9mp front, Smp rear 2mp front, 8mp rear Imp front, Smp rear O.9mp front Imp front 0.9mp front mp front 

4 4 « 4 x * 4 

N/A Keyboard shortcut N/A Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut eyboard shortcut 
Physical button Physical button Physical button Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut Keyboard shortcut 
v .4 x N/A N/A N/A N/A 


Windows 8 64-bit 


Windows RT 


Windows RT 


Windows 8 64-bit 


Windows 8 Pro 64-bit 


Windows 8 64-bit 


Windows 8 64-bit 
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| 
BUTS Group TEST 


cumbersome in operation, but 
arguably it makes more sense. It 
feels solid, it's flexible in its 
screen angles and, importantly, gives 
just enough of a wristrest for it to feel 
comfortable in any mobile situation. 
The problem is that the more 
flexible design means an extra 200g 
in weight, and that makes the Toshiba 
a pretty hefty tablet - it's more than 
twice the weight of the Surface, for 
example. That kind of bulk is okay for 
short periods, but holding a 1.46kg 
lump in one hand soon becomes 
a chore, 


TWIST 
Space and comfort in laptop mode 
isn’t something with which the 
Lenovo ThinkPad Twist has a problem, 
but there’s something a touch archaic 
about its twisting hinge mechanism. 
There’s a reason manufacturers have 
done their best to come up with 
better ways to flip between modes 
than those we used a decade or 
more ago with the original wave of 
Windows XP Tablet Edition devices. 
The motions required to swivel the 
Lenovo's screen round 180 degrees 
then fold it down flat aren't easily 
performed in the confines of a train 
seat - and even when in one mode or 


| al the other, the hinge never holds 

| things precisely in place. The whole 

| screen turns slightly as you adjust the 
| angle in laptop mode, and when 


clipped into its grooves in tablet mode, 
it comes away from the base at the 
T he arrival of Windows 8 experimentation, with manufacturers slightest pressure. It never feels 


heralds the biggest changein hunting for that elusive design that 
the OS's history. By blending just works. 
old and new interfaces into one, 


accommodating touch at the same SLIDE 

time as supporting a mouse and The most radical departure from the 

keyboard, Windows 8 has prompted standard laptop shape comes from 

hitherto cautious laptop the sliders. The Toshiba Satellite 

manufacturers to dream upa wave of U920t and Sony VAIO Duo 11 take a 

bold, new designs. similar approach, with the laptop 
This month, we've gathered screen Sliding across the keyboard to 

together as many of these novel form a tablet. Which design you 

devices as we can find, andas wellas prefer will depend on how much you 

carrying out all of our usual technical like touchpads. 

tests, we'll also be reporting on how The Sony does away witha 

easy they are to use in different touchpad entirely, bringing the 

environments: at work, on the sofa, keyboard to the front edge of the 

on the train, or even standing up. base. Typing on it isn't too onerous 


Of all the form factors, the hybrids ona desk, but the removal of the 
are the most interesting. They canbe __ wristrest gives it an odd imbalance on 
used for the full tablet experience: alap - you quickly realise the role 
you can hold them in one hand, with your wrists play in keeping a laptop 
only the touchscreen on show. They steady. The screen slides upwards on 


all have keyboards, too, but with a spring-loaded hinge that can be set 
no consensus on what makes a good only at a fixed angle, so particularly 
hybrid mechanism, every device short or tall people may find it 

seems to do things differently. We difficult to get comfortable. 

have sliding, swivelling, rotating and The Toshiba's design is less sleek 
flipping screens - there's plenty of and stylish, and the hinge more 
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totally secure, which is the one thing 
a hybrid should be if it's to be held in 
one hand. 


SWING 

Dell’s XPS 12 also has an element 
of insecurity to it. It’s initially 
disconcerting to see a gap between 
the display and its silver bezel, and 


“There’s no apparent 
consensus on what makes 
a good hybrid mechanism” 


we almost had a heart attack the 
first time we opened the lid and 
inadvertently popped the screen 
loose. However, it’s actually a rather 
logical design. 

Switching from laptop to tablet 
mode requires no more than a few 
inches of space behind the screen, so 
even in a cramped space it's a simple 
task: just flip the screen and close the 
lid. With a bit of practice, you can 
switch modes in a single smooth 
action. Although it's no lighter than 
the others here, its rounded edges 
and rubberised back mean it at least 
feels comfortable in tablet mode. 


FLIP 

One of the more fascinating 
implementations of a hybrid design 
received a lot of hype over the 
course of 2012, but isn’t available 
in Australia. We are referring to the 
Lenovo IdeaPad Yoga 13, which is 
still worth looking at in an overview 
of form factors, if only because its 
success overseas will likely translate 
into other companies attempting a 
similar hybrid design in the not too 
distant future. 


The Yoga name fits perfectly. Open 
the lid into laptop mode; open it more 
until it begins to fold back on itself - it 
can then be placed with the screen 
upright, or standing on its edges in what 
Lenovo calls “tent” mode; and the final 
push snaps it right back on itself to 
become a straight tablet. The hinge that 
enables the range of motion is cleverly 
designed and well implemented, and the 
whole design has a premium feel. 

Lenovo's advertising really pushes 
its four distinct modes, some of which 
work well. Flipping the keyboard 
underneath to forma kind of standing 
tablet means the base extends quite 
far to the rear - no pushing this one 
up against a wall. The tent mode 
works slightly more neatly to achieve 
the same purpose, but the full tablet 
mode leaves your fingers awkwardly 
resting on the keys and touchpad on 
the rear. They're automatically 
disabled, and the keys are recessed 
to line up with the frame on either 
side, but during our time with an 
imported unit we felt uneasy putting 
the Yoga down on hard surfaces for 
fear of damage. 


TWIN 

From purely a usability perspective, 
the frontrunner has to be the Asus 
Taichi 21. While all the other hybrids 
here find elaborate ways to shift 

a screen from one position and 
orientation into another, the Taichi 
slaps a second screen on the lid. 
There’s no worrying about how to 
convert when you’re crammed in on 
the train; you just close it. Often the 
most obvious solution is the best. 

It can't quite get past the same 
hang-ups as the others - although it's 
the lightest here, 1.25kg is still a bit 
much for a handheld - but it can be 


GROUP TEST FES 


used effectively on a lap or a desk, or 
while standing up, with a simple 
transition between the two. It feels 
like the most logical design from the 
user's perspective, but its 
insurmountable issue is that using 
two screens pushes up the price. | 


COMPROMISE 

None of the hybrid form factors here 
can truly claim to get everything 
right. A sliding screen is easy to 
handle on the move, but comes with 
a reduction in laptop comfort. The 
ThinkPad Twist is hard to convert; 
the Yoga gives you that awkward 
feel of keys under your fingers as 
you hold it; the Taichi’s two screens 
take their toll on your wallet. And the 
big problem all hybrids have is their 
tablet weight. They are all heavier 
than a standalone tablet would be, 
which is fine if all you are doing is 
using it in tablet mode while on the 
lounge or sitting at a table. However 
you won’t want to carry them one- 
handed in tablet mode for long, as 
the weight does become more and 
more noticeable when you do. 

If you accept there will be 
compromise, however, the hybrid can 
offer power and versatility. There's no 
denying they work best as laptops - 
the weight will have to come down 
before we'd put their tablet modes in 
the same bracket as a standalone 
device - but they do at least allow 
both sides of Windows 8 to shine. 
The problem for now is that a 
touchscreen laptop does too, and so 
does a tablet with a removable 
keyboard - and they'll both cost you 
considerably less than one of these 
hybrids, even if they don't have the 
same ‘wow’ factor of a laptop that 
deftly swings or swivels into a tablet. 
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A UNIQUE HINGED SCREEN MAKES DELLS HYBRID 
BOTH DESIRABLE AND PRACTICAL, MAKING IT THE 
STANDOUT PRODUCT IN THIS MONTH'S TESTS. 


PRICE $1999 
SUPPLIER www.dell.com.au 


ecent months have seen all 
= manner of hybrid devices 
make their debut, but none 

are quite like the XPS 12. Dell’s split- 
personality hybrid is a laptop capable 
of transforming from a sliver-thin 
Ultrabook into a 12.5in tablet with a 
mere prod of a finger. 

Open the lid, push firmly upon 
the display’s upper half and, with a 
soft click, the magnets and latches 
disengage, allowing the panel to 
pirouette through 180 degrees. Snap 
the lid shut, and the XPS 12 assumes 
its tablet guise; swing the base around, 
and it doubles as an adjustable stand. 

While you might expect such a 
design to be flimsy, the XPS 12 exceeds 
expectations. The base not only looks 
great, but it feels taut and flex-free. 

That display is one of the best we’ve 
seen on any Dell laptop. With a Full HD 
resolution on a Gorilla Glass-covered 
12.5in panel, everything is crisp. We 
had to increase Windows’ DPI setting to 
avoid tiny text, but the image quality is 


gorgeous. With a contrast ratio of 681:1 
and a gleaming maximum brightness 
of 395cd/m2, the XPS 12 is only a tad 
behind the best this month. 

In laptop mode, the XPS 12 is superb. 
Accident-prone users will appreciate 
the spill-resistant keyboard; the backlit 
keys illuminate when the lights go 
down; and the slightly concave keys 
partner with a solid feel to make the 
XPS 12 a typist’s delight. 

The glass touchpad has a silky finish 
that makes for a lovely feel under 
the finger. It’s almost flush with the 
wristrest, so invoking Windows 8’s 
edge-swipe gestures is easy and 
reliable. It took some work to get the 
sensitivity just right, however, and we 
experienced the odd hitch with two- 
fingered zooming and scrolling. 

As with most devices of this ilk, the 
XPS 12 is less convincing as a tablet. At 
1.51kg, it’s heavy, but Dell has clearly 
thought through the associated issues, 
adding two ridges across the base to 
provide reassuring hand-holds. 

The novel design isn’t without its 
problems. Reaching out to adjust the 
display angle often saw us unlatching 
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@ The Dell's Full HD 
display delivers 
crisp, vivid images 
A fine keyboard 
and touchpad 
make for a comfy 
laptop mode 
The ingenious 
hinged display 
flips into tablet 
mode in a flash 


ae 


the display by accident, and absent- 
mindedly picking it up by its corner 
gave us heart palpitations as our fingers 
poked the display out of place. We’re 
not entirely convinced that the screen 
hinges will last a lifetime either. 

We've no such qualms with the 
specification. Our unit came with a Core 
i7 CPU, 8GB of RAM and a 256GB SSD, 
which can be dropped to a Core i5 with 
4GB of RAM and a 128GB SSD if the 
price is too much. 

The Dell hit 0.65 in our benchmarks, 
and it lasted 6hrs 55mins in our light- 
use battery test. That’s mere minutes 
behind Sony’s VAIO Duo 11. 

The Dell XPS 12 gets plenty right - 
it’s pretty, powerful and the display 
is excellent. However, despite all the 
hallmarks of an excellent Ultrabook, 
and workable tablet, we can’t help 
fretting about the screen mechanism. 
It’s the finest of the hybrids, however. 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 6HRS 55MINS 


PERFORMANCE 


BATTERY LIFE 


FEATURES&DESIGN 
VALUE FOR MONEY 


OVERALL x* 


ASUS PIONEERS A CLEVER, DUAL-SCREENED 
DESIGN, BUT DESPITE A HIGH SPECIFICATION 
AND LUXURIOUS DESIGN, IT JUST FALLS SHORT 


PRICE $1750 
SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


sus’ engineers have clearly 
been on a lateral-thinking 
course. Instead of producing 


an intricate hinge mechanism to turn 
the Taichi 21 from a laptop into a 
tablet, they’ve simply slapped an extra 
screen on the back of the lid. 

It’s a far cry from the Dell XPS 12’s 
balletic, spinning display, but there’s 
much to like about the Taichi’s simple 
approach. To switch from laptop to 
tablet mode, all you do is close the 
lid. In this mode, a bundled stylus 
and pressure-sensitive N-trig digitiser 
layer add another dimension to simple 
finger-driven touchscreen operation, 
and with the lid open, the Windows 
desktop can be mirrored on both 
screens, or extended across them. 

It’s a flexible thing, and each of the 
Taichi’s 11.6in, Full HD, IPS displays are 
of commendable quality. The colour 
temperature of both is on the warm 
side, but this lends images a pleasant 
rosy tone, and the 965:1 contrast ratio 
is the month's best. Our only qualm 


concerns the backlight: the laptop 
display’s 222cd/m2 brightness and the 
tablet panel’s 245cd/m2 result could 
be better. 

At this price we’d expect a top-notch 
specification, and here the Taichi 21 
delivers. The Core i7-3517U processor 
scored 0.66 in our benchmarks - 
third-fastest in this month’s Labs 
- and there’s a 256GB SSD to help 
keep Windows 8 nippy. It’s no gaming 
system, though: as with all this 
month’s hybrids, Intel’s HD Graphics 
4000 struggled when tasked with 
anything beyond Crysis’ Low quality 
settings. Battery life isn’t a strong suit, 
either: the Taichi lasted just under five 
hours in both laptop and tablet modes, 
which are the worst results in this Labs. 

Ergonomically it’s better news for 
the Taichi - at least in laptop mode. 
The Scrabble-tile keys are comfortable 
and the touchpad includes support 
for Windows 8’s edge gestures. And, 
neatly, Asus has employed a matte 
finish on the internal laptop display 
to keep distracting reflections to a 
minimum. All in all, it’s more than a 
match for any 11.6in Ultrabook. 


1) The glossy 


3] In laptop mode, 


Again, though, there are niggles. 
Transitions between the laptop and 
tablet modes take around three 
seconds, and as the laptop display 
isn’t a touchscreen, we often found 
ourselves reaching out to perform a 
fruitless prod. 

Switch to tablet mode, and the Taichi 
21 isn’t entirely convincing. The design 
allows the touchscreen display to be 


tablet display is used easily at a desk, but it still isn’t 


protected with light enough for handheld use. While 
e LA it’s the lightest hybrid here, it’s still 

displays the almost double the weight of an iPad. 

Taichi n is The two-screen design is elegant, but 


the poor battery life and dim displays 
are pressing concerns, and the luxury 
of two screens doesn’t come cheap. 
At $1750 it is reasonably priced, but 
we found that its rivals deliver a more 
convincing all-round performance, 
often for less. In the face of this, 

the Asus Taichi 21 flounders. 


Ultrabook-thin 


the Asus is up 
there with the 
best Ultrabooks 


PERFORMANCE 
BATTERY LIFE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 


VALUE FOR MONEY 


OVERALL KkkKKiK 
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A STYLISH, WELL-BUILT MACHINE WITH TOO MANY 
COMPROMISES TO CHALLENGE THE BEST HYBRIDS 


PRICE $2399 
SUPPLIER www-sony.com.au 


As hybrid hinge mechanisms go, the 
Duo 11’s has to be the most complex. 
Pull the lip at the rear of the screen 
upwards, and it swings quickly up in one 
smooth motion to reveal a compact 
keyboard underneath. It looks as good 
as it feels, and the matte-carbon case 
and metal keyboard surround are 
extremely sturdy. We had to try very 
hard to make the chassis flex at all. 

Like the Taichi, the VAIO includes a 
stylus and an N-trig digitiser. The Duo 
11 doesn’t lack in connectivity, either. 
There are two USB 3 ports, full-sized 
HDMI and D-SUB outputs, a card reader 
and Gigabit Ethernet, plus dual-band 
802.11n wireless, Bluetooth 4 and NFC. 

It’s a beast of a performer. The Core 
i7-3517U hit a table-topping score of 
0.71 in our benchmarks, and the light- 
use battery life result of 7hrs 6mins is 
the best of any hybrid on test. 


The screen’s Full HD resolution and 
11.6in diagonal matches the sharpest 
screens here for pixel count, and a 
measured brightness of 451cd/m2 and 
contrast ratio of 868:1 mean the panel 
is adept at reproducing both bright 
and dark tones. Colours are accurate 
throughout, and the IPS panel ensures 
that those vivid hues remain true from 
almost any viewing angle. 

Start using the VAIO, however, and 
serious problems start to appear. 

To save space, Sony has opted for 

a trackpoint instead of a touchpad, 
which is fiddly to use. The keyboard is 
better, but the close proximity of the 
trackpoint’s buttons to the spacebar 
results in lots of accidental clicks. The 
lack of a wristrest makes it difficult to 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 7HRS 6MINS 


find a comfortable typing position with 
the VAIO balanced on your lap. You 
can’t adjust the screen angle; it’s too 
heavy for prolonged use as a tablet. 
We like the slick design, build quality 
and high-end specification, but the 
Duo 11 makes too many compromises. 
Coupled with a high price, there’s 
little reason, beyond brand snobbery, 
to choose this hybrid. 


PERFORMANCE 
BATTERY LIFE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 
VALUE FOR MONEY 
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LENOVO THINKPAD TWIST 


POPP ereerereerrererereereerereerre rer re ree reer errr ree ereeererrrrrer rer teres) 


LENOVO ADDS A WINDOWS 8 HYBRID TO ITS THINKPAD 
LINE-UP, BUT THE RESULTS AREN'T ENTIRELY INSPIRING 


PRICE $1169 
SUPPLIER www.lenovo.com/au 


Convertible tablets are nothing new 
in the business sector, but convertible 
Ultrabooks certainly are: the ThinkPad 
Twist is the first we’ve come across. 
However, those expecting the usual 
ThinkPad build quality are likely to be 
disappointed. The Twist is plasticky, the 
central hinge is cumbersome, and 
when clipped into the base in tablet 
mode, the two halves separate at the 
slightest provocation. 
That’s a shame, since the 
touchscreen is responsive, the 1366 
x 768 IPS panel’s viewing angles are 
superb, and colours are accurate. The 
measured brightness of 337cd/m2 
keeps the glossy panel legible outdoors, 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 5HRS 16MINS 


and the contrast ratio of 702:1 is 
excellent by any standards. 

As well as a buttonless touchpad 
there’s also a red trackpoint set in the 
centre of the Scrabble-tile keyboard. 
Typing is a joy, but the buttonless 
touchpad isn’t great - we found the 
cursor was jittery and prone to jumping 
across the screen, so we disabled it and 
used the trackpoint instead. 

With two USB 3 ports, mini- 
DisplayPort, mini-HDMI, an SD card 
reader, Gigabit Ethernet and a SIM 
slot for the model with 3G, the Twist is 
better served than most of our hybrids. 
Performance lowers the tone once 
again, though. The Core i5-3317U CPU 
is no weakling, but the sluggish 500GB 
hard disk struggles to keep Windows 8 
feeling as responsive as the SSD- 
equipped models here. With a score of 
0.53 in our Real World Benchmarks, and 
a result of only 5hArs 16mins in our light- 
use battery tests, the Twist is neither 
quick nor particularly long-lasting. 

Apart from the excellent display, 
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then, it provides little in the way of 
excitement. The pricier model, which 
adds 3G and a speedier SSD, makes the 
Twist more viable for businesses, but it’s 
still no award-winner. 


PERFORMANCE 
BATTERY LIFE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 


VALUE FOR MONEY 


OVERALL * 
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AN UNINSPIRING DEVICE, DESPITE A FLEXIBLE HINGE 
DESIGN AND A DECENT QUALITY DISPLAY 


PRICE $1399 
SUPPLIER www.mytoshiba.com.au 


Toshiba’s Satellite U920t uses a similar 
hinge mechanism to the Sony VAIO. 
The screen sits on top of the keyboard 
in tablet mode, slides up on a track, 
and then flips out into laptop position. 
This is cumbersome compared 
with the Sony’s slick hinge, and the 
complicated engineering means 
the laptop is heavier, too - but 
there are practical benefits. Unlike 
the Vaio Duo 11, the angle of the 
screen is adjustable, and it leaves 
more room on the base, allowing for 
both a keyboard and touchpad. The 
former has a sensible layout and a 
comfortable typing action, and, while 
the small trackpad doesn’t support 
Windows 8’s edge-swipe gestures, it’s 
smooth and responsive. 
The dual-core Intel Core i3-3227U 
processor and 4GB of RAM returned 
a mediocre score of 0.53 in our 
benchmarks, but it’s snappy in use: 
Windows 8’s Start screen responds 
smoothly to the touch, and browsing 
the web is fast and fluid. That’s 
partly due to the 128GB Samsung 


This month’s Labs marks the first time 


SSD, which delivered sequential read 
and write tests at 456MB/sec and 
249MB/sec - only a touch behind that 
achieved by the Dell XPS 12. 

The screen’s 1366 x 768 resolution 
doesn’t compete with the 1080p 
screens found on rivals, but quality 
is acceptable: measuring it with a 
colorimeter saw a top brightness level 
of 320cd/m2 and a contrast ratio 
of 890:1, and thankfully for a design 
like this one the viewing angles of the 
IPS panel are excellent. 

Sadly, the novel design leaves 
it paying the price in other areas. The 
light-use battery life score of Shrs 
40mins is disappointing, and there’s 
room for only two USB 3 ports and 
an SD card reader; Ethernet is missing 
entirely. 

Toshiba has put together a flexible, 
usable machine in the Satellite 
U920t, but it isn’t without problems, 
with a cumbersome mechanism to 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 5HRS 40MINS 
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Monitor Calibration Report 


transform between the two modes 
and below-par battery life. The price is 
attractive, but the more elegant Taichi 
21 doesn’t cost much more, and it’s 
far more competent overall. 


PERFORMANCE 
BATTERY LIFE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 
VALUE FOR MONEY 


the Windows RT tablets, we run the same 


we’ve conducted testing on both Windows 
8 and Windows RT devices, so we’ve used 
a wider range of tests and benchmarks 
than usual. 


PERFORMANCE AND BATTERY LIFE 
For the Windows 8 devices, we employ 
our own Real World Benchmarks, which 
run applications such as Microsoft Office, 
Adobe Photoshop, Sony Vegas Pro and 
Apple iTunes to give an indication of all- 
round computing performance. 

However, since every Windows 8 
device here uses the integrated Intel 
HD Graphics 4000 graphics chipset, we 
haven’t quoted the results from our usual 
Crysis benchmarks, due to a general lack 
of variation in the scores. With the most 
powerful machines achieving 45fps or 
below in the Low quality test, none are 
suitable for serious gaming. 

For the Windows RT devices, we used 
two benchmark tests. First, the browser- 
based SunSpider benchmark, which gives 


a figure that can be compared across all 
of our Android and iOS tablet reviews. We 
also used the native Windows RT app, 
Speed Test Pro, to check for differences in 
CPU, GPU or storage performance. 

To gain battery life figures for the 
Windows 8 devices, we run our light- 
use test. Here, we optimise the system 
settings for the greatest power efficiency, 
setting screen brightness as close to 
75cd/m2 as possible and switching off 
wireless adapters. We then disconnect the 
device from the mains and run a script 
that scrolls through a selection of web 
pages until the system shuts down. For 


battery test used for Android and iOS 


tablets. With screen brightness set to 50%, 
a standard-definition video loops until the 


battery is drained. 


HANDS-ON TESTING 

Each device is evaluated for the quality 
of its features, build quality and design. 
The range of connectivity is taken into 
account, as is storage capacity, as well 
as features such as physical switches 
to disable wireless or touchpads while 


typing. We test the quality of each device’s 


display with our colorimeter, measuring 
the brightness, contrast ratio and, where 
possible, colour accuracy. We also use a 


selection of test images and videos to look 


for issues such as poor viewing angles or 
slow response times. 

For items that can’t be measured 
objectively, such as the build quality, 
speakers and keyboard, points are 
awarded by two members of our team, 
and the results averaged. 
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MJ croup Test 


Cc onsidering the rise of tablets 
played such a big part in 
shaping Windows 8, it's 
strange that so few manufacturers 
have decided to make one. Only 
Microsoft knows what it truly 
expected when it unveiled the 
Surface last June - wounded 
manufacturing partners were hardly 
queuing up to offer congratulations - 
but the outcome is that hybrids and 
touchscreen laptops have been the 
focus for most rivals. Taking on the 
Surface doesn't appear to have been 
high on most agendas. 

That's ashame, since a Windows 8 
tablet can offer more flexibility than a 
fixed hybrid. 


SPARE PARTS 

Although the keyboards are optional 
for the tablets we’ve reviewed this 
month, Windows 8’s dual UI and the 
inclusion of Office RT mean that, in 
many ways, it makes sense to invest 


in one for those times when you need 
to perform some serious computing 
tasks with your device. 

There are two key questions 
to consider, though. What kind 
of keyboard is it? And how 
does it connect to the main tablet? 
This may not seem like a vital 
consideration, but it makes a big 
difference to where the device is most 
useful. 

Take the Microsoft Surface, 
for example. You have a choice 
of keyboards: the thin and flat Touch 
Cover, or the thicker and more tactile 
Type Cover, with mechanical keys. 
Either is fine for typing on a desk 
- although the lack of feedback on the 
Touch Cover takes some getting used 
to - but that’s the ideal scenario. For 
those times when youre not at your 
desk, using a Surface on your 
lap is a shakier experience. 

Once the kickstand is resting on 
your knees, and you've manoeuvred 
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A Microsoft's 
Surface works 
well at a desk, 
but the kickstand 
is too wobbly on 
alap 


the keyboard into a comfortable 
position, it takes a delicate touch to 
keep things that way while typing. 
The connection between the two 
pieces is designed to be flexible, but in 
this position it means a misplaced 
wrist can push the keyboard down 
and fling the tablet backwards, and 


“Although the keyboards 
are optional, in many 
ways it makes sense to 


<Asus' VivoTab RT 
works brilliantly: 
it's a tablet that 
transforms into a 
comfy, lightweight 
netbook 


invest in one” 


before you know it the kickstand has 
folded in and your Surface is heading 
for the floor. We've taken to resting 
the whole thing on an A4 notepad 
when using it on our knees, which 
presumably isn’t the elegant look 
Microsoft was aiming for. 

The alternative is to lay it flat on 
your thighs. This position is certainly 
more stable and comfortable for 
typing, but it sets the screen at 
an awkward angle; you'll either have 
to lean over it a bit more, or put your 
feet up on something in order to raise 
the angle towards you. 

Asus has plenty of experience 
manufacturing hybrids, so it does 
things differently with its tablet. 
We've watched the Transformer line 
of Android devices go through several 
refinements to improve the base and 
the hinge mechanism, and that 
accumulated knowledge is evident in 
the solidity of the Asus VivoTab RT 
TF6OOT. Compared to the Surface, this 
feels like a proper laptop, complete 
with adjustable screen angle anda 
firm base. It's no less usable on your 


“A standalone 
tablet makes 
the most stay- 
at-home sense 
of the different 
designs” 


lap than any 10in laptop. 

The trade-off comes in the form of 
its thickness and weight. With the 
keyboard attached, it's basically a 
netbook. There's no way to fold the 
keyboard out of the way, as with the 
Surface; you have to remove it entirely 
to use the VivoTab as a tablet. That's 
both a strength and a weakness: you 
can leave the keyboard at home if you 
know you won't need it, but if the 
need arises to switch to tablet mode 
when youre out, you'll be stuck with 
the onscreen keyboard. 

The final way is that of the Acer 
Iconia W700, and it's the most 
mundane: a dock for the tablet and a 
separate keyboard. This will work best 
for people who spend most of their 
time at a desk, but it isn’t as elegant 
nor as flexible as the other solutions 
we have looked at. 


SINGLE FUNCTION 

The difference in approach to solving 
the keyboard problem is what gives 
these devices their focus, and that 
should play a big part in any buying 
decision. After all, one device may 
look better on paper, or feel nicer in 
the shop, but if you can’t comfortably 
use it in the ways you’re expecting to, 
it will be on eBay in no time. 

However, you can also buy each of 
these tablets as a standalone device, 
and use the onscreen keyboard for 
typing - just as you would with 
an iPad or any Android tablet - and 
we're sure to see more standalone 
tablets as time goes on. Whether this 
is what people want from a Windows 
8 device remains to be seen: take 
away the work angle and you're 
effectively forced to use apps installed 
from the touch-focused Windows 
Store, which isn't exactly rich in 
content right now. 

Still, a standalone tablet does make 
sense if you plan to use it primarily at 
home on the lounge. That's where a 
huge number of iPads are used, anda 
Windows tablet is no different. It isn't 
only about browsing the web and 
playing games, either, as the 
Xbox Music app can play tracks 


A Thanks to its 
docking design, 
the VivoTab RT 
doubles as a 
laptop 


wherever you are, and Microsoft's 
incredibly handy Smartglass 
application can be used to stream 
content to, and interact with, an Xbox 
360 console. 

There isn't a great deal of difference 
between the devices on test if you 
only consider the tablet part. They're 
thin and light, with good screens and 
built-in speakers. However, the 


GROUP TEST 


Alt's quick and easy to rip off the Microsoft 
Surface's keyboard cover and use the 
device as a 10.6in tablet 


Surface’s kickstand gives it the edge 
for sheer flexibility, since it's easy to 
prop it up on the coffee table when 
you start a movie or use it as your 
jukebox, To get the same freedom 
with the Asus VivoTab, you'd need to 
buy the keyboard; the same goes for 
the dock with the Acer. 


WAIT AND SEE? 

We know from the past few years 
of gargantuan sales that tablets 
are popular, and the first Windows 
models take different angles on 
getting the most out of the OS. All 
work well in their own ways. 

It's hard to make a convincing 
argument at this early stage that 
Windows RT devices have enough to 
them to warrant a purchase over an 
iPad or Android device, though. Quite 
simply by removing the legacy 
aspects of Windows from RT, it 
removes a lot of the advantages of 
using the OS. What we really want to 
see is an x86 model like the Acer, but 
with a more portable all-round design 
than the clunky dock and keyboard 
approach. Give us a mix of the 
flexibility and power of a Windows 8 
x86 tablet with the versatile base of 
the VivoBook, and we're sold. 
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LABS ROUP TEST 


works well, too, with two-fingered 
dabs bringing up the right-click context 


menu and two-fingered swipes 
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ASUS HARNESSES ITS EXPERTISE IN THE PREMIUM TABLET and web pages. The only niggle is that 
SECTOR TO DELIVER THE BEST WINDOWS RT TABLET YET, pinch-to-zoom gestures are juddery - 


ALTHOUGH THE PRICE IS SERIOUSLY HIGH 


PRICE $699 
SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


icrosoft risked irking its PC 
partners with the release 
of the Surface, but going 


by the VivoTab RT TF600T, Asus isn’t 
bothered in the slightest. Instead, 

the Taiwanese manufacturer has 

let its hardware speak for itself. Taking 
the hybrid design pioneered by its 
Android-powered Transformer tablets, 
and adding Windows RT, it takes the 
fight to Microsoft’s own-brand tablet 
with gusto. 

At a glance, you’d barely be able to 
tell the VivoTab RT from its Android- 
powered cousins. Apart from a subtle 
tweak to the mobile dock’s hinge, and 
the capacitive Windows Start 
button on the tablet’s screen surround, 
it’s practically identical to its 
Transformer-branded stablemates, 
with the same gorgeous brushed- 
metal finish. 

That’s no bad thing. Compared 
to Microsoft’s Surface, the tablet 
part of the VivoTab RT is an absolute 
featherweight. Asus has opted for a 
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10.1in screen, half an inch smaller 
than that of the Surface, and the 
result is a tablet that, at 530g, weighs 
20% less than its rival. We've only 
one complaint: after the 
diamond-grade toughness of the 
Microsoft Surface, the Asus hardware 
feels noticeably more flexible - 

but that’s being really picky. 


TOP OF THE DOCKS 

The tablet and optional Mobile Dock 
are a winning combination. The 

tablet slots home into the mobile dock 
base with a pleasing thunk, and a 
haptic buzz reassures that it’s locked 
safely in place. With the dock attached, 
the VivoTab RT weighs 1.07kg, only 
107g more than the Surface with its 
Type Cover. 

The transformation from lightweight 
tablet to fully functional netbook is 
seamless. The keyboard’s keys have a 
crisp action and a satisfying amount 
of travel, and while the layout is still 
a touch cramped, we’re pleased to 
see that Asus hasn’t had to shrink the 
cursor keys to unusable proportions. 
The buttonless touchpad generally 


it’s better to use the touchscreen itself. 

The 10.1in display feels small 
after Microsoft Surface’s 10.6in unit, 
but it shares the same 1366 x 768 
resolution and quality is noticeably 
better. The display oozes with intense, 
saturated colour, and with a maximum 
brightness of 466cd/m2 and a contrast 
ratio of 932:1, the Super IPS+ 
panel puts in a brilliant all-round 
performance. 

Internally, the core hardware is no 
different from the Microsoft Surface. 
It has a 1.2GHz Nvidia Tegra 3 quad- 
core processor, delivering practically 
identical performance. A result of 
1,004ms in the SunSpider browser 
benchmark puts the VivoTab RT just 
in front, but further testing with the 
native Windows RT benchmarking app, 
Speed Test Pro, sees both tablets draw 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE (DOCKED) 12HRS 


level. Transfer rates on the internal 
solid-state storage were almost 
identical. Both tablets recorded CPU 
and GPU test results within 2% of 
each other. 
Indeed, any performance issues we 
noticed aren’t peculiar to Asus’ 
implementation of Windows RT. On 
both the VivoTab and Surface, apps 
can take their time to launch, and 
multitasking causes annoying pauses. 


STAMINA 
Battery-life testing initially hands the 
win to Microsoft’s Surface. Where 
Surface lasts more than nine hours 
in our video rundown benchmark, 
the VivoTab RT lasted 6hrs 53mins. 
Add the mobile dock, however, and 
the secondary battery inside swells 
battery life to 12hrs 33mins. It’s worth 
mentioning, too, that the Surface’s 
permanently enabled dynamic 
contrast queers the pitch somewhat 
in this test, since the screen dims 
automatically during bright scenes. 
Asus can be taken to task on the 
connectivity front, though. The one 
USB 2 port is relegated to the mobile 
dock, and on the tablet itself there’s 
a microSD slot, micro-HDMI port and 
a 3.5mm headphone jack. Given that 


part of the appeal of Windows RT is 
the ability to use legacy USB devices, 
the lack of a USB port on the tablet 
itself puts a serious dent in the VivoTab 
RT’s appeal. 

Then there’s the presence of only 
single-band 802.11n wireless versus 
the dual-band radio of the Surface. 
Still, Bluetooth 4 and GPS make 
amends, as do the front 2-megapixel 
and rear 8-megapixel cameras. 
Photos are vastly more crisp and less 
noisy than those produced by the 
Surface, and the front-facing camera 
provides more than enough detail for 
videoconferencing. 


VERDICT 
With the 32GB tablet coming in at 
$699 (the 64GB isn’t widely available 
yet), the VivoTab RT doesn’t seem 
cheap until you factor in the included 
mobile dock. The price is about the 
same as the Surface and optional Type 
Cover, but it’s still a high price to pay 
for what often feels like little more 
than a swanky, premium netbook. 
Yet, it’s testament to the VivoTab 
RT’s alluring looks and slick design 
that, even at this price, it retains some 


appeal. The limiting factor is Microsoft’s 


cut-down OS: Windows RT’s appeal is 


(1) The excellent keyboard and touchpad of the mobile dock transform the 
VivoTab RT into a cracking little 10.1in laptop 
With the extra battery in the mobile dock, the VivoTab RT lasts for more 
than 12 hours — easily enough for all-day use 

8 It isn’t Full HD, but the Super IPS+ display is amazingly bright 
Connectivity is basic — there’s USB 2, micro-HDMI and a microSD slot 


hobbled both by its inability to run x86 
software and its current lack of top-tier 
apps. While the preinstalled presence 
of Office is a nice bonus, it simply isn’t 
enough to justify the premium price 
over comparable Android and iOS 
tablets, both of which are served by a 
far more comprehensive range of apps. 
Ultimately, Asus’ VivoTab RT gets 
the hardware side of things almost 
spot on: it’s gorgeous, lightweight 
and beautifully designed. The 
crushing issue is that, at this price, 
the competition is considerable. And 
if the only Windows 8 tablet in this 
group, Acer’s Iconia W700, is a sign of 
things to come, Windows RT devices 
are in trouble in the face of cheaper 
Windows 8 devices. When it’s possible 
to buy a fully fledged Windows 8 
tablet, we can’t see people settling 
for anything less. 


PERFORMANCE 
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OVERALL * 
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SUPERB BUILD QUALITY AND FLEXIBLE DESIGN THAT FEEL AT ODDS 
WITH THE RESTRICTIONS OF AN ARM PROCESSOR AND WINDOWS RT 


PRICE $679 (32GB with touch cover) 
SUPPLIER www.microsoft.com.au 


he flagship of the Windows 8 
| tablet movement is Microsoft’s 
own baby, and there’s no doubt 

it turned a lot of heads when it was 
unveiled last summer. Its detachable 
keyboards and kickstand made it 
look portable enough for use in tablet 
mode, yet usable as a laptop as well. 

To some extent the final product 
lived up to expectations. No matter 
which you choose, the keyboards 
add little weight or bulk, and the 
build quality and design are both 
outstanding. The two parts connect 
magnetically with a satisfying thunk, 
and it still feels comfortable to use 
when the Touch Cover is folded round 
the back; the physical keys of the Type 
Cover make it less so. The Surface is far 
more portable than any of the hybrids. 

The screen impresses, too: its 400cd/ 
m2 maximum brightness and IPS panel 
is solid. We’re less keen on the 1366 x 
768 resolution, but it isn’t noticeable in 
full-screen apps. It’s more visible on the 
desktop, but there isn’t much to do in 
that environment anyway. 


1) The 10.6in display 
is bright and 


It has a good selection of ports, 
including micro-HDMI and microSDXC 


to add to the 32GB or 64GB of storage Pil ae 

(of which 16GB and 45GB respectively Both keyboards 

are available for your own content). are brilliantly 
designed 


There’s also dual-band Wi-Fi and 
Bluetooth 4, although no 3G option yet. 
If it all sounds rosy so far, 
that’s because when you hold 
the Surface that’s exactly the 
impression you get - it’s a lovely piece 
of kit. Alas, its weaknesses become 
apparent through use. This is an 
ARM-based device, and although 
performance is fine in most apps, 
opening big files in the preinstalled 
Office RT suite quickly slows things to 
a crawl. Running two apps side by side 
can cause stuttering, and moderately 
demanding 3D games are juddery too. 
By the standards of the full Windows 
8 devices on test this month, battery 
life is better: it lasted 9hrs Smins 
looping a video, which is pretty good, 


The kickstand is 
asmart piece of 
design 


but still some way short of the iPad. 

The other issue is the stand, which 
works fine with the Surface sat on a 
desk, but sets the screen at too upright 
an angle for viewing on your lap. Not 
that you’ll want to use it much in this 
position. The thin keyboards are light 
and portable, but they’re too unstable 
to form a good typing position perched 
on your thighs. You may find it more 
comfortable to close the kickstand and 
lay the whole device flat while. 

The Surface is a superbly made 
device. Its keyboards in particular are 
standouts. But given the weakness in 
practicality, and stiff competition from 
Asus’ VivoTab RT TF600T, you’re better 
off waiting to see if the x86-based 
Surface Pro is the tablet you’re really 
looking for. 


PERFORMANCE 
BATTERY LIFE 


FEATURES&DESIGN 
VALUE FOR MONEY 
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ACER DELIVERS A CUT-PRICE WINDOWS 8 TABLET WITH 


A FINE FULL HD DISPLAY, BUT MODEST PERFORMANCE 
AND PLASTICKY ACCESSORIES COLOUR ITS APPEAL 


PRICE $1299 
SUPPLIER www.acer.com.au 


cer’s Iconia W700 is the odd 
A one out of this month’s tablets. 

It’s the only one running full- 
fat Windows 8 instead of Windows RT. 

At 934kg and 10mm thick, it doesn’t 
rival the Windows RT models for 
slenderness or light weight, but the 
Iconia W700 still looks the part. 
Light-coloured metal spreads across 
the back and surrounds the tablet’s 
circumference, folding over at the 
bottom edge where the Acer logo and 
the Windows button have been placed. 
Build quality is stout, with no flex in the 
metal chassis. 

The Full HD 11.6in touchscreen 
comes as a surprise at this price. Despite 
a highly reflective layer of Gorilla Glass, 
the gleaming 422cd/m?2 brightness 
keeps it legible even outdoors. Colours 
are bold and accurate, with natural skin 
tones and rich, saturated primary tones. 
The only mild disappointment is the 
contrast ratio: at 418:1, darker scenes 
aren’t as punchy and detailed as on the 
best models we’ve seen. 


The Iconia treads a different path to 
its hybrid and docking tablet peers. In 
the box is a Bluetooth desktop keyboard 
powered by four AAA batteries and a 
light, plasticky-feeling docking stand. 

The dock is not as appealing as it 
sounds. It feels cheap and lightweight, 
with a plastic kickstand that slots into 
two positions at the rear to support 
the tablet in either portrait or landscape 
orientation. The plastic kickstand is also 
non-adjustable, holding the tablet at a 
set, rather steep angle. 

Acer has packed some respectable 
hardware into the W700. The Core 
i5-3517U runs at 1.7GHz, and achieved 
a mid-range 0.49 in our Real World 
Benchmarks. The Toshiba SSD does 
its bit to keep things feeling spritely, 
but video encoding and multitasking 
quickly reveal the CPU’s limits, and the 
64GB drive will fill up before you know it. 

Even with such a low-powered CPU 
at the helm, the Iconia’s battery life 
isn’t stunning: Shrs 53mins in our light- 
use battery test is only mid-table this 
month. 

There’s a single USB 3 port and a 
micro-HDMI port along the tablet’s left- 


@ The unattractive 
stand provides 
three USB 3 ports 
Despite a 
5-megapixel 
rating, the 
camera output 
is poor 

3] It’s tacky, but the 
optional fake 
leather case is 
practical 


hand edge, and a 3.5mm headset jack 
on the opposite side. Slot the Iconia into 
the dock and that improves, with three 
USB 3 ports at its rear. The front 
0.9-megapixel and 5-megapixel 
rear-facing cameras are a boon, but 
output from both is grainy, with ugly 
compression artefacts smearing detail 
in our test shots. 

Acer’s Iconia W700 is a reasonable 
attempt at a consumer Windows 8 
tablet, and it’s reasonably priced 
for something packing a powerful 
CPU under the hood. It has serious 
weaknesses, however. On the move, the 
lack of a docking keyboard makes it far 
less usable than rival tablets or hybrid 
devices, and the absence of active 
stylus support hinders its appeal as a 
dedicated tablet. Factor in the modest 
performance and, although the price 
may be right, this tablet doesn’t quite 
make the grade. 


PERFORMANCE 


BATTERY LIFE 
FEATURES&DESIGN 
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HE Group Test 


hen Windows 8 first 
arrived, complete with its 
two very distinct 


personalities, most people thought 
immediately of tablets as the primary 
beneficiary - and perhaps of 


Transformer-style hybrid devices next. 


By contrast, slapping a touchscreen 
onto a laptop seemed a cobbled 
together solution, one that wouldn't 
really make the best of the radical new 
Metro interface (as it was called at the 
time). To put it bluntly, we'd been 
scarred by our experiences with 
Windows 7 and touch. 

But then we used one. More than 
one. In fact, we used a lot of 
touchscreen laptops, and it's no 
understatement to call the experience 


something of an awakening. Long 
before the first proper Windows 8 
devices arrived, we crow-barred an 
early preview of the OS onto an old 
touchscreen laptop. It just felt natural, 
and if typing and prodding in unison 
was such an unexpected treat on that 
old thing, even with non-optimised 
touch drivers, surely today's dedicated 
touchscreen laptops must be even 
better to use. 

To find out whether this single 
enhancement makes for a better 
experience than a tablet paired witha 
keyboard, we took our selection of 
touchscreen Windows 8 laptops for a 
test run, trying them in a variety of 
environments and under a range of 
different usage cases. 
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“We used a touchscreen 
laptop, and the experience 
was something of an 


YV Touchscreen 
laptops aren't as 
flexible as their 
tablet and hybrid 
rivals, but they're 
comfortable to 
use on your lap 


awakening” 


STRENGTHS 

Let’s get one thing straight from the 
outset: a touchscreen laptop is still 
very much a laptop first and foremost. 
If nobody told you that you could 

prod the screen, you’d probably see 
nothing unusual about them, with 
their classy, thin chassis, their day-long 
batteries and their full-sized keyboards 
and touchpads. With no complicated 
mechanisms to get in the way of 
working comfort, they’re all pretty 
usable in this mode - certainly more 
so than the more intricate Windows 8 
hybrid designs. In fact, it’s best to view 
the touchscreen as an added bonus. 

However, it’s a very handy bonus to 
have. We've criticised touch monitors 
in the past, bemoaning the tired 
arms that inevitably result from 
reaching out to touch a vertical display, 
but a laptop screen sits much closer to 
you than a monitor - and we're only 
talking about the occasional tap here. 

The main beneficiary is the new 
Start screen, which immediately feels 
more user-friendly than it does with a 
mouse. Swiping left and right, and 
tapping an icon to open an app, you 
can see what Microsoft was aiming for 
when it created such a dramatically 
different interface. Plus, if you can’t 
find what you're looking for at any 
point, you can always type the first 
few letters of an application's name as 
you would with a standard laptop. 

We also like swiping in from the 
edge of the screen to bring up the 
Charms menu, although we should 
point out that many new Windows 8 
laptops - touchscreen or otherwise - 
are appearing with dedicated Charms 
keys in the top row of the keyboard. 
Taking the positive outlook, this means 
you can easily access any Charms 
menu, regardless of whether your 
fingers are resting on the touchpad or 
the keyboard. 

It's worth emphasising just how 
smooth the combination of typing and 
touch can be, Once you get into the 
routine of tapping and swiping on the 
screen, but keeping a hand on the 
keyboard to search or fill in boxes - no 


onscreen keyboard necessary - the A Touchscreen 
speed you can pick up will come as a laptops improve 
pleasant surprise. Windows 8's 

A final strength, and we appreciate Usabhity, ee 
this isn't necessarily the case with all pone fae 
of the devices in this section, is that S7 (right), fold 
there's less pressure on manufacturers flat to give a 
to come up with something more tablet-like 
desperately thin and light. These experience 


devices don’t need to convert into a 
tablet to rival the iPad or the Nexus 10, 
so a dedicated touchscreen laptop 


“A dedicated touchscreen 
laptop often has more 
space for ports and 
connections” 


will often have a bit more space around 
the base for a range of ports and 
connections, and there's more room 
inside for a bigger battery. In short, 
you'll get everything you've come to 
expect from a laptop, which can't 
always be said of the hybrid devices. 


LIMITATIONS 

What can’t a touchscreen laptop do? 
Well, it obviously won’t be as easy to 
use as a dedicated tablet while you’re 
standing up, although it’s still possible. 
Holding the base in one hand and 
prodding the screen with the other 

is something you won't want to do 

for more than a few minutes, and 

it quickly reveals those models that 
boast a good, stiff hinge; prod a laptop 
that doesn’t and the screen gradually 
droops backwards. 

There are models that work as a 
stand-in for a tablet a little better than 
others. For example - and we 
appreciate this may be stretching 


things a bit - the further the screen 
tilts back, the easier it is to ignore the 
keyboard and concentrate on the 
screen; if alaptop opens all the way 
back to lie flat, it can be more 
comfortable to prod on your lap, and 
the keyboard is still there if required. 


SCREEN PROBLEMS 

The other thing to be aware of is how 
touchscreens are constructed. 
Generally, the display sits under a glass 
layer, which itself sits beneath several 
additional layers of touch-related 
technology - more layers of glass, 
along with layers of electrodes. We’re 
starting to see the electrode layers 
built into the top sheet of glass on 
some high-end laptops, but the point 
is that there will always be extra layers 
when you’re using a touchscreen, and 
that can have a detrimental effect on 
usability in a number of ways. 

First, the process of converting your 
finger prods into electronic input 
requires processing power, which can 
have an impact on battery life. The 
controller technology is getting more 
efficient by the release, however. 

The touch layer also has an effect on 
the image quality of the display. 
Touchscreens are often more reflective 
than their non-touch siblings, which 
can be annoying under harsh office 
lighting. We still occasionally see touch 
layers that add grain to the displayed 
image, although these are less common 
than they once were. 

On some screens there's a noticeable 
gap between the touch layer and the 
LCD panel beneath it, which can cause 
ghostly double reflections, not to 
mention a feeling of disconnection 
from prodding a surface suspended 
very slightly above the graphic you're 
attempting to manipulate. 
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Finally, there's the price: a 
touchscreen will always add a 
premium, although this has been 
coming down as the tech becomes 
more popular with manufacturers. 

These issues aren't exactly 
deal-breakers - in all fairness, only 
photo-editing professionals and 
enthusiasts need weigh up the 
reduction in picture quality against the 
benefits of touch, and battery life is 
good on most touchscreen devices. 
However, they're worth bearing in 
mind if you were thinking of opting for 
a touchscreen over a normal one. 


WHO WANTS ONE? 

Allin all, it’s a strange group of devices 
this month. We’re constantly told 
tablets are the future for consumers 

~- they’re selling by the shipload, and 
everyone seems to want one - but 
using a touchscreen laptop for a 

day makes that seem a rather bold 
and over-the-top statement. 

There's still nothing to match a 
laptop for genuine productivity, and 
these touchscreen models add an extra 
layer of much-needed logic to 
Windows 8 that new users may feel is 
missing with only a mouse and 
keyboard. For many users, having the 
novelty of touch added to a familiar 
device will be the best way to get used 
to the new environment. And with 
prices starting as low as $6939, it's 
tough to find fault. 

That said, a touchscreen laptop 
won't provide everyone with the best 
possible Windows 8 experience. It isn’t 
ideal for software that works entirely 
through touch, so if you can see 
yourself making extensive use of the 
slowly growing number of Windows 
Store apps, you'll be better off witha 
tablet or a hybrid. 
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ASUS PROVES THAT TOUCH AND TRADITIONAL LAPTOPS 
CAN LIVE INALMOST-PERFECT HARMONY, WITH THE 
PETITE, AFFORDABLE VIVOBOOK X202E 


PRICE $699 
SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


s it’s by far the cheapest 
device in this Labs, you’d be 
forgiven for expecting the Asus 


VivoBook X202E to be a plasticky, cut- 
price frump. This little 11.6in laptop is 
anything but. 

Pluck the Asus from its packaging, 
and it’s hard not to be impressed. It’s 
unusually dapper for a budget laptop: 
the dark brushed-metal lid blends 
with rounded, soft-touch plastics on 
the underside, and the Scrabble-tile 
keyboard is surrounded by a light, 
silvery metal finish. Asus isn’t allowed 
to call it an Ultrabook - the lack of an 
SSD and 22mm-thick chassis fail to 
tick the required boxes - but it would 
be easy to mistake it for one. 

Those looks are partnered with 
excellent build quality. The 1.41kg 
chassis is heftier than the more 
refined 11.6in models, but the sheer 
solidity makes for a laptop that belies 
its budget price tag. Thanks to its 
rugged, flex-free metal body, this is a 
low-cost laptop that feels set to last. 
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TOUCH PERFECT 

For all its physical charms, it’s the 
touchscreen that’s the star of the 
show. It soon becomes second 
nature to reach out and scroll 
through the Windows 8 Start screen. 
Whether you’re at a desk, on the 
sofa or in a cramped commuter train 
carriage, interacting with onscreen 
elements with a prod, or flicking 
through web pages and documents 
with a stroke of a finger, feels 
completely natural. 

The panel responds to the lightest 
of touches, and here the extra weight 
in the base proves to be an asset: 
were it any lighter, the Asus would 
tip backwards with every tap. Harder 
prods do still set it rocking, but it 
doesn’t take long to acclimatise and 
adopt a more gentle approach. 

Crucially, the VivoBook S200E 
also has an excellent Scrabble-tile 
keyboard and touchpad. The laptop’s 
small footprint means the keys are 
smaller than we’d prefer, but Asus 
has done its best to keep comfort 
levels high. There’s enough space 
between the wide, squat keys to keep 
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mispresses to a minimum, and a 
sharp dig of feedback at the beginning 
of every keystroke makes for a 
crisp, positive feel. Only the tiny cursor 
keys give any cause for complaint. 
The buttonless touchpad is equally 
competent. All Windows 8’s edge- 
swipe gestures are supported, as well 
as the usual two-fingered zooming, 
scrolling and rotating motions, 
and there are also three-fingered 
gestures to jump back and forth 
through web pages, display a list of 
running applications, or invoke the 
Show Desktop command. Helpfully, 
it’s possible to disable any or all of 
the gestures via Asus’ Smart Gesture 
control panel. 


COMPROMISES 
Despite a modest specification, 
Windows 8 feels snappy and 
responsive. Our review unit came with 
a low-voltage Core i3-3217U processor, 
4GB of RAM and a 500GB mechanical 
HDD. Unlike the Core i5- and Core 
i7-powered models here, there’s no 
Turbo Boost to push the Core i3 CPU 
above its standard 1.8GHz clock speed, 
which drags performance down to a 
below-average 0.48 in our Real World 
Benchmarks. Task the S200E with video 
editing or editing high-resolution raw 
photographs and you'll have to be a 
little bit more patient than with other 
models here. 

With Intel’s integrated HD Graphics 
4000 combining forces with the low- 
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end Core i3 CPU, it’s worth mentioning 
hat gaming performance is modest 
as well. If you’re looking to play 

the latest titles, it will be necessary 

to dial back the detail settings to 

their absolute minimum to make 
them playable, but unlike the similarly 
priced Windows RT based tablets in 
our test, you'll actually be able to run 
proper Windows games. 

The low-voltage processor does its 
best to keep battery life competitive, 
but despite a high-capacity 5136mAh 
battery, stamina isn’t great. A result 
of Shrs 27mins in our light-use battery 
test is no match for the longest- 
lasting Ultrabooks. Thankfully, Asus 
has equipped the VivoBook X202E 
with a compact, lightweight wall-wart 
power supply that weighs only 141g, 
which isn’t too much of a chore to 
keep in your laptop bag. 

By far the weakest element of the 
VivoBook X202E is its glossy 11.6in 
display. The 1366 x 768 resolution 
is par for the course at this price, 
but brightness tops out at a dim 
176cd/m2, while contrast reaches 
an unimpressive 259:1. The low 
brightness makes it near impossible to 
see onscreen elements outdoors, and 
the poor contrast ratio sees it struggle 


oO Sound quality is improved by Asus’ SonicMaster technology 
2] There's just enough connectivity, including one speedy USB 3 port 
The Asus’ touchscreen is highly responsive, but it’s also very dim 


to pick out shadow detail in movies or 
photographs. 

Don’t be put off completely, 
however. Asus calibrates its VivoBook 
screens in the factory, which helps 
it make the most of its low-cost 
panels. Colour accuracy is the best 
in this Labs, and while the Asus’ TN 
panel struggles to deliver the most 
vivid hues, and lacks the punch of IPS- 
equipped models, our selection of test 
images looked natural and lifelike. 

Elsewhere, the X202E delivers 
everything you’d expect from a 
budget laptop. There’s one USB 3 
port, two USB 2 ports, full-sized D-SUB 
and HDMI outputs, and an SD card 
reader to round things off. Single- 
band 802.11n Wi-Fi and Bluetooth 4 
are to be expected at the price, 
but the presence of a slow 10/100 
Ethernet socket seems a touch stingy. 
There’s a 1-megapixel webcam 
with rather scratchy image quality, 
and while the internal speakers are 
equally rough around the edges, Asus’ 


SonicMaster software ekes out just 
enough clarity to make music and 
video soundtracks listenable. 


VERDICT 

For only $699, the VivoBook S200E’s 
faults all but fade into insignificance: 
it’s a superb ultraportable for sensible 
money. It uses a ‘real’ CPU, unlike 

the similarly priced Windows RT 
competitors, and thanks to its sensitive 
touchscreen and expertly judged 
specification, Asus has delivered 

a laptop that makes the most of 
Windows 8. Those after a gruntier, 
full-sized laptop might prefer its big 
brother, the VivoBook S400CA, but, for 
sheer value for money, the VivoBook 
X202E simply can’t be beaten. 
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two USB 2 ports, a single USB 3 port, 
D-SUB and HDMI video outputs, an 

SD card reader and Gigabit Ethernet. 
There’s 802.11n Wi-Fi, and Bluetooth 4 
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A STYLISH AND POTENT ULTRABOOK-ALIKE FOR 
SENSIBLE MONEY: ASUS’ VIVOBOOK S400CA 
IS ASTUNNINGLY AFFORDABLE ALL-ROUNDER 


PRICE $850 
SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


(trabooks routinely match 
U potent performance with 

luscious looks and a slim, sleek 
chassis, but such alchemy comes at 
a cost. This is where Asus’ VivoBook 
range comes in, offering similar style in 
a slightly portlier chassis. Our favourite 
is the budget VivoBook X202E, but the 
S400CA is also appealing, combining a 
arger 14in display with a decent Core i5 
CPU for only $850. 
The curvy, 24mm-thick chassis 
isn’t slim enough for an official Intel 
Ultrabook sticker, nor is it light enough. 
Despite those extra grams, though, it 
ooks fantastic. The dark brushed-metal 
id folds back to reveal a keyboard set 
adrift in a silver metal surround, and the 
contoured base looks attractive from 
any angle. 

We've no truck with the S400CA’s 
ergonomics, either. The glossy 14in 
touchscreen responds to the lightest 
dab and stroke of a finger, and the extra 
weight in the base means you have to 


prod hard before it rocks back on its 
hinge. There’s some flex in the Scrabble- 
tile keyboard’s surround, but the keys 
give way with a lovely, cushioned 
bounce. The buttonless touchpad 
supports all Windows 8’s edge-swipe 
gestures, as well as a range of two- and 
three-fingered dabs and flicks, and it 
worked well throughout testing. 

The presence of a Core i5-3317U CPU 
is amazing for the money, and Asus 
has partnered the processor with 4GB 
of RAM and a 500GB hard disk. The 
lack of an SSD puts a dent in overall 
performance, with the 0.59 score in our 
Real World Benchmarks behind models 
with SSDs, but it’s more than quick 
enough for most purposes. 

However, unlike many of these rivals, 
there’s room to upgrade. Unscrew the 
base, and you'll find an unoccupied RAM 
slot next to the laptop’s standard 2.5in 
HDD - adding more RAM and replacing 
the hard disk with an SSD is a ten- 
minute job. 

Elsewhere, the essentials are all 
present and correct. Asus has put the 
extra millimetres around the S400E’s 
chassis to good use, squeezing in 
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is included. Even the speakers are of 
reasonable quality. 

Battery life is a touch disappointing 
at 5hrs 43mins in our light-use tests, 
but it’s only the display that lets the 


Q At this price, side down. Asus has opted for a glossy, 
the VivoBook 1366 x 768 panel, and the backlight 
S400CA feels isn’t great. We measured a maximum 
unusually tough brightness of 162cd/mz2, the lowest 
There's only one 


in some time. The contrast ratio of 
200:1 results in flat, lifeless images. 

The display isn’t all bad, however. Asus’ 
factory calibration means the panel has 
keyboard and superb colour accuracy. 

touchpad work There are plenty of areas where Asus 
well could improve the VivoBook S400CA 

- the display, the slight bounce in the 
keyboard, the overall weight - but for 
$850, those flaws are easy to forgive. 


USB 3 port, but 
nothing else is 
amiss 

The Scrabble-tile 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 5HRS 43MINS 
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ACER CRAMS A TOUCHSCREEN INTO A BEAUTIFUL 
ULTRABOOK, BUT AT THIS PRICE WE EXPECT BETTER 


PRICE $1999 
SUPPLIER www.acer.com.au 


While Asus’ VivoBooks and Sony’s VAIO 
T Series occupy the mid-range, Acer’s 
latest has its sights set firmly on the 
aspirational end of the market. 

At 1.27kg, the Acer is a mite heavier 
than the lightest 13in Ultrabooks, 
but it’s a mere 12mm thick and 
matches all-comers for rigidity. The 
metal unibody base resists the most 
violent of twisting motions, and the 
lid is sturdier than it looks. It’s a real 
beauty, too, with a gloss-white, Gorilla 
Glass lid and sparkling, textured metal 
surrounding the keyboard. The display 
gets its own layer of Gorilla Glass to 
keep it safe. 

Acer has matched the Aspire S7’s 
looks with a superb display. The glossy 
panel delivers lurid, saturated colours 
and enough contrast to make images 
look almost three-dimensional. As a 
touchscreen, the panel is delightfully 


responsive, and Acer has spread the 
weight in the base so it takes a firm 
prod to tip the laptop backwards. The 
only weakness is backlight leakage, 
visible around the panel’s edges. 

The Core i7 CPU and 4GB of RAM are 
grunty, and 128GB SSD is capable of 
some decent file transfer speeds. The 
Acer achieved a respectable 0.69 in our 
Real World Benchmarks, and it did well 
in our battery benchmarks, with a light- 
use runtime of 6hrs 45mins. 

Ergonomically, it’s much less 
successful. The keyboard layout is 
awkward, with no dedicated function 
keys, and there’s barely any travel; the 
keys feel lifeless. The touchpad is rattly, 
and a slight lip around the edge causes 
problems when using Windows 8’s 
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edge-swipe gestures. 

By the standards of its Ultrabook 
peers, the Acer is hardly overpriced. Yet, 
for all its charms, we’re not convinced. 
We have high expectations of a laptop 
at this price, and although the looks 
and panel pass muster, the ergonomics 
simply aren’t good enough. 
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SONY VAIO T13 
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NOT AN ENTIRELY SUCCESSFUL TRANSFORMATION 
FOR SONY’S CUT-PRICE ULTRABOOK 


PRICE $1299 
SUPPLIER www.sony.com.au 


Sony’s first T13 Ultrabook was 
aggressively priced. Now the firm has 
added a touchscreen and 128GB SSD 
but has managed to keep the price 
remarkably low. 

It doesn’t have the wow factor of 
the priciest Ultrabooks, but the VAIO 
T13 is still smart. The brushed-metal 
lid conceals a 13.3in touchscreen, 
and while it’s heavier than average at 
1.59kg, it’s pleasingly slim at a mere 
20mm. Build quality puts it behind Asus’ 
cheaper VivoBook S400CA, though, with 
noticeably more give in its base and a 
little creak in the lid. 

Ergonomically, the Sony gets it 
largely right. The touchscreen works 


BATTERY: LIGHT USE 5HRS 18MINS 


well, and while the Scrabble-tile keys 
have barely any travel, the light, springy 
action makes for pleasant typing. The 
wide buttonless touchpad isn’t bad for 
basic cursor control, but pinch-zooming 
proved jerky and often required several 
attempts before it recognised Windows 
8’s edge-swipe gestures. 

Our model came equipped with the 
mid-range Core i5-3317U and 4GB of 
RAM, plus a 128GB Adata SSD. It’s a 
partnership that, thanks to the lower- 
resolution 1366 x 768 display, edges it 
past more highly specified models on 
test, with an overall result of 0.67. 

Maintaining the Ultrabook-class 
dimensions has taken its toll on 
stamina, however. The 4050mAh 
battery ran dry after 5hrs 18mins, well 
short of the best machines on test. 

Image quality is below par, too. The 
measured brightness of 200cd/m2 is 
barely acceptable, and both colour 
accuracy and the measured contrast 
ratio of 181:1 are the worst on test. To 
the eye, this display delivers washed- 


out colours and crushed shadow detail 
in dark scenes. It’s far from ideal. 

In isolation, the Sony VAIO T13 is 
an unfussy touchscreen Ultrabook for 
sensible money. But in this competition 
it struggles to stand out. 
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VIEW FROM THE LABS 


If this month’s Labs proves anything, it’s that it takes a 


touchscreen to really get the most from Windows 8. It’s 


Ost ad Tins months Windows devine. perfonicwyl hin . a great showcase for the industry, too, with the touch- 
whisker of each other. The models with SSDs and Core iS ; Sa : ‘ 
friendly OS inspiring manufacturers to innovate in ways 


and i7 CPUs jostle up front, while those with slower Core af bef 
i3 processors and HDDs lag marginally behind. Battery life isn't as RN SLES ea eee : : 
This isn’t to say that the more conservative designs don’t 


impressive as the best non-touch models we've seen, though, with ; ; ; 
only Sony's VAIO Duo 11 breaking the seven-hour mark. have potential. As we’ve reported on our overview pages, 


All but one of this month's Windows 8 models use Intel's the simplicity of a bog-standard laptop can be a recipe 
integrated HD Graphics 4000 chipset, so we haven't quoted the for success. Asus’ VivoBook range is the perfect example 
results of our Crysis tests. With even the fastest processors here - they’re simple, they just work, and as our winners in this 
struggling to top an average of 45fps in our least taxing Crysis sector this month prove, the price can be right, too. 
benchmark, run at 1366 x 768 and Low detail, you can forget about However, it’s the new breed of hybrid designs that are the 
anything other than casual gaming. most thrilling. Where the slider designs fail to excel in either 

The two Windows RT tablets can’t run our Real World laptop or tablet modes, the Dell XPS 12 leads the way. It is 
Benchmarks, nor our usual laptop battery tests, but since both have 
the same model of Nvidia Tegra 3 processor, they perform almost “This Labs paints a bright 
identically. Only battery life separates them: while Surface fares = . 
better with its internal battery alone, the extra battery in the Asus’ picture for Windows 8” 


keyboard dock kept our test video looping for more than 12 hours. 
On the whole, screen quality is impressive, with many models 
including good-quality IPS panels and LED backlighting. 
Our brightness tests saw most models manage more than 
300cd/m2, which is enough for comfortable outdoor 
use. Here, only three models disappoint: the two 
Asus laptops and Sony's budget Ultrabook, the 
VAIO T13. 


a fine Ultrabook in its own right, with a cleverly engineered 
mechanism allowing it to contort into a range of positions. 
It is still heavy by dedicated tablet standards, but the 
flexibility is alluring. 

The tablet sector is more difficult to judge. Asus’ VivoTab 
RT TF600T makes a fine case for Windows RT, and improves 
upon Microsoft Surface, but we’re not yet convinced by the 
cut-down Windows OS - there just isn’t enough decent 
software in the Windows Store currently. Acer’s Iconia 
W700 is certainly intriguing, but the lack of a docking 
keyboard leaves it struggling to compete with the best 
hybrids for on-the-road usability. This category needs more 
time to mature. 

Generally, though, this month’s Labs paints a bright 
picture for the new generation of Windows 8 devices. 

Our winners this month are all high-class laptops in their 
own right, with touch and Microsoft’s new OS adding just 
the right balance of practicality and excitement. 
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Business 
Operations 
Per Second: 
Unparalleled 
Cisco Server 
Performance! 


Te Ie de Fede Teles 


Industry-Leading 
Database Performance 


34% Faster’ 


Cisco Unified 
Computing 
System 


| With oP tet pbs 
— Intel® Xeon® NEES, TOMORROW 
eee | processors CISCO. starts here. 


For more performance information, visit cisco.com/go/ucsbenchmarks. 


1, Based on SPECjbb2005 benchmark on Cisco UCS C220 M3 server at 1,584,567 BOPS, 792, 2: 
Release 2 Standard Edition One, 1,609, 186.39 tpmC, $0.47/tpmC, available 9/27/12 compared to 
with 8 total Java EE Server processors on Cisco UCS B440 M2 servers at 26,118.67 EJOPS compa 
Corporation. TPC Benchmark C® is a trademark of the Transaction Performance Processing Counci 
1-15-2013. ©2013 Cisco and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved. All third-party products belong to the companies that ov 
Inside are trademarks or registered trademarks of Intel Corporation in the U.S. and/or other countries. All other trademarks ai 


ults on 2 Processor Systems. Cisco UCS C240 M3 High-Density Rack Server with Oracle Database 11g 

DB2 9.5, 1,200,011.00 tpmC, $0.69/tpmC, available 10/13/10. 3. Based on SPECjEnterprise2010 benchmark 
-JOPS. SPEC®, SPECjbb®, and SPECjEnterprise® are registered trademarks of Standard Performance Evaluation 
are derived from detailed benchmark results available at http://www.spec.org and http://www.tpc.org as of 
Cisco logo, and Cisco UCS are trademarks or registered trademarks of Cisco. Intel, the Intel logo, Xeon and Xeon 

eir respective owners. 
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KOK 
ONLY THE BEST OF THE : 
PRICE $1635 SUPPLIER www.ticomputers.com.au 
BEST MAKE IT TOPC & : , . 
TECH AUTHORITY'S A-LIST : With an overclocked Core i5 CPU that delivers excellent performance 
; and the excellent GeForce GTX 670, this is a great all-round performer 
cshewsabcaceseuscisekcsivassnccitaveucescasetbadaveuccsseaaladvieacepasecaveuiszeauans : for work and play. 
Ti : F : SPECIFICATIONS Intel Corei7-3570K (clocked to 4.4GHz): 8GB DDR3 RAM: 120GB SSD: 2TB HOD: 
ur A-List contains a collection —; Gecrcarx670, Samsung S248300H 24in monitor Windows 7 WEB ID N/A 
of the best products to pass : 
through our testing labs in ee eee ee ema ee eee eee ee eee = 
recent times. We've revampedand = : GAMING asusRocTYTANCG8565 [HE] 
trimmed down the existing list this {smn Se Se eee ee 
month, and updated someoftheout : *k*k&*e* 
of date products. You'll also find that : PRICE $4999 SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 
AWE have incorporated the Atomic : The best-performing Sandy Bridge gaming system that we've seen to 
Kitlog, replacing the old collection of : date. Expensive, but well made and future-resistant. 
components on the A-List with two : SPECIFICATIONS Intel Core’? 2600K; 1668 DDR3 RAM; BOGB SSD; 278 7200 RPM HOD; Blu-ray writer, 
potential system builds, areasonably =: ~—_NVIDIAGeForce GTX 590; Bluetooth mechanical keyboard and garning mouse WEB ID 297257 
priced all-rounder and the bleeding : 
edge perfect PC. : Sith tsotin na vienna onaasi tum tieinme ddan sass lati dleitids enemies tune amined pbuami oie danenaneantaaaidispptadaaah diab iaisaissstuosdanpiaslabauilt 
Onethingwehavealsodoneis. = ALL-IN-ONE appLeimacz7N eee 
stepped away from adding pricing : 
to categories like software. Given RIK 
the amount of fluctuation that we : PRICE $1949 SUPPLIER www.apple.com/au 
see from month to month it is worth ; If you can afford it, the 27in iMac is the finest piece of all-in- 
searching out pricing for yourself. We : one engineering on the market. A truly powerful beast with 
personally use the price aggregators : performance to match its looks. 
www:staticice.com.au and www. ! SPECIFICATIONS 27GHz Core i5-2500s; 468 DDR3 RAM; ITB Westem Digital Caviar Black HDD; 
shopbot.com.au but there area : DVD writer, AMD Radeon HD 6770M graphics; 27in 2560 x 1440 LCD. WEB ID N/A 
myriad other options that will ive YOU ic ccccssssssssssesssssssssssvvmsusssssssssmmsssssssimsssssssisussssssssausssssisisesssssisisessasssveseseeesen 
current pricing for tech items, pricing 


that will be alot more timely than 
anything we supp _ HANDHELDS V 


ALSO RECOMMENDED | — SMARTPHONE urconex 


an? ¢.¢.9.4 
y POUR IAM PRICE Varies SUPPLIER www.htc.com 
ok kK A truly remarkable phone that restores a great deal of our confidence 


/ in the company, thanks to great performance and design. 
Asus’ Transformer lineup has been 


one of the big Android success 
stories in recent years, and 
somewhat prescient, considering 


the sheer number of transformable TABLET PC APPLE IPAD 
Windows 8 tablets that are on the : 


SPECIFICATIONS 1.5GHz Tegra 3 CPU; 32GB internal memory; 4.7in 1280 x 720 sLCD screen; 8MP 
camera; 134.36 x 69.9 x 89 mm 130g WEB ID 296575 


way. The Infinity is the premium KKK KK 

version of the Android lineup PRICE $539 SUPPLIER store.apple.com/au 

packing a Tegra 3 processor and a Despite the “4G” debacle, the new iPad remains the one to 

gorgeous 1920 x 1200 IPS screen. : beat, with the new retina screen a real game changer 

It isn’t cheap at $999, but if you | SPECIFICATIONS 97in 1536x2560 widescreen Multi-Touch display, IGHo ASX processor, 

are-after a premium Android tablet :  16,320r64 GB available; 36 and/or Wi-Fi connectivity, max 652g weight. WEB ID N/A 

this.is the go-to product. BS cespeateasa tease cnt tla ta elena a 
EBOOK READER KINDLE 
KKK Ik 


PRICE $109 SUPPLIER www.amazon.com 


The new model is quicker, slimmer, lighter and cheaper than before. If all 
you want to do is read books, its simple design and performance are perfect. 


SPECIFICATIONS Gin e-ink screen, 170g weight, 114 = 87 « 166mm, 
2GB memory, 10-day battery life. WEB ID 279534 


KKK KK 
PRICE $699 SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


This touch-enabled Windows 8 laptop may not 
technically qualify as an Ultrabook, but it comes 
pretty close, and combines decent performance 
with a slick design for an excellent price. 
SPECIFICATIONS Intel Core i3-3217U; 4GB DDR3; 


500GB HOD; 11.6in 1366x768 touch LCD; Wi-Fi; 
Ethernet; HDMI. 


Kkk kk 
PRICE $3199 SUPPLIER venomcomputers.com.au 


Packed with powerful components, and 
featuring some of the best quality video and 
audio we have encountered, this is a true 
gaming powerhouse. 

SPECIFICATIONS 2.2GHz Core i7-36300M: 4GB Nvidia GTX 680M, 


16GB DDR3; 1920 x 1080 17.3in screen; 1GB HDD + 256 GB SSD; 
802.a/g/n; USB 3. 


kok 


Kk KI 


portable and powerful. 


PRICE $2127 SUPPLIER wwwlenovo.com/au 


We've been waiting a long time for a truly 
modern ThinkPad, and the X1 Carbon does 
not disappoint. It is powerful, very well- 
engineered, and looks the part. 


SPECIFICATIONS 1.8GHz Intel Core i5-3427U - 8GB RAM + 
128GB SSD - 14in 1600 x 900 LCD - 1x USB 3-1x USB 2 « dual-band 
802.Tlabgn Wi-Fi - Bluetooth 4 - 3G - 3yr RTB warranty « 331 x 

226 x19mm (WDH) + 1.36kg. WEB ID N/A 


PRICE $1999 SUPPLIER wwwdell.com.au 


The best transforming Windows 8 laptop 
: thanks to an excellent touch-enabled IPS 
: screen and slick swiveling design. Both 


: SPECIFICATIONS 190GHz Intel Core i7-3517U; 
:  8GBDDR3; 256GB SSD; 802.1in; Bluetooth 4; 12.5in 
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WIRELESS ROUTER ASUS RT-N56U 
tok 


SUPPLIER www.asus.com.au 


A high-speed router that looks good and is easy to use. 
All that, coupled with a reasonable price, makes this a 
tempting buy for anyone. 


SPECIFICATIONS 80211In wireless router, 4 x Gigabit Ethernet ports; 
2x USB; PPOE; PPTP; L2TP; 145x63x174mm. 


DESKTOP STORAGE SEAGATE 
2TB BACKUP PLUS DESKTOP 


OO IK 
SUPPLIER www.seagate.com 


This 2TB external drive still offers good value despite 
the rise of higher capacity drives. The USB 3.0 adaptor 
makes for excellent transfer speeds and the design is 
tasteful and compact. 


SPECIFICATIONS 27B external hard disk with NTFS; USB 3.0, with other docks 
available as optional; 44 x 124 x 158mm 894g. 


NAS BUFFALO CLOUDSTATION 2TB 


KKKKKK 
SUPPLIER www.buffalotech.com 


Remarkably easy to set up, the Cloudstation features 
support for the highly functional Pogoplug smartphone 
app, letting you access all your stored data remotely - a 
great product for the price. 


SPECIFICATIONS Gigabit Ethernet; Android and iOS apps; 45 x150 x 175mm; 
persistent Internet connection required . 


© 1920x1080 screen 
ALL-IN-ONE PRINTER CANON 
PIXMA MG5350 
tok 


SUPPLIER www.canon.com.au 


For most users, this is all the printer you will ever need — 
a true all-round champion and worthy of its A-List status 


SPECIFICATIONS 9600 x 2400dpi print; 4800 x 4800ppi scan; USB; 802.11In 
WLAN; 150-sheet rear tray and front cassette: duplex unit; 450 x 366 x 166mm 


LASER PRINTER FUJI-XEROX 
DOCUPRINT CP205 


tok tok tok 


SUPPLIER www.fujixerox.com.au 


This SLED-based printer delivers fantastic quality prints, 
comes with network support and is an all-round great 
performer. 


SPECIFICATIONS Five-colour A4 inkjet, 9600 x 2400dpi resolution; USB 2; 
PictBridge; 2 x 150-sheet input trays; 


SOFTWARE V 


SECURITY BITDEFENDER INTERNET 
SECURITY 2013 

» ooo oo. 4 

SUPPLIER www.bitdefender.com.au 


The winner of our annual security software grouptest, 
coping better with virus cleanup and malware 
detection than the competition. 


BACK UP ACRONIS TRUE IMAGE 2013 
took kk 


SUPPLIER www.acronis.com.au 


A clear and well-organised front end makes this easier 
to use than ever. Not much has changed from previous 
years, but it remains our go-to backup solution.. 


OFFICE SUITE MICROSOFT OFFICE 201 3 
TOOK Ik 


SUPPLIER www.microsoft.com.au 


Amidst new touch features, there are some fantastic: 


new additions to the latest office. 


WEB DEV ADOBE DREAMWEAVER CS5 


KOK IK 
SUPPLIER www.adobe.com.au 


This edition makes PHP and CMS its core focus, which 
gives it the new lease of life it so desperately needed. : 


AUDIO CUBASE 6 


Kk 
SUPPLIER wwwssteinberg.net 


The addition of better tools for live recording pushes 
this program to new heights and gives it a well- 
deserved place on the A-List. 


VIDEO SONY VEGAS MOVIE STUDIO HD 
PLATINUM 10 


tok IK 
SUPPLIER www.sony.com.au 


May not have the bells and whistles of other consumer: 


editing packages, but its tools are efficient. 


PHOTO ADOBE PHOTOSHOP 
LIGHTROOM 4 

> ooo. @ 4 

SUPPLIER www.adobe.com.au 


An excellent tool for photo management and 
light editing, now available at a very reasonable 
price. 


sthori 


natecnau 
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KITLOG 


hese are two basic systems, with something 
for every taste. The Game Box is put together 


with money-saving in mind, but also an eye 
to getting as much bang for your buck as possible. 
Our build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you're also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 

The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best parts 
without going crazy, though. It’s a collection of all 
the greatest hardware that we'd pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Whether you choose to go specifically for these 
builds or use them as a baseline to work on, you'll 
find that these are the best components and 
peripherals that we have encountered in recent 
times. As with our A-List, it is worth checking out 
price aggregator websites to get the best deal on 
components, with some parts like RAM and hard 
drives renowned for varying on an almost daily 
basis due to market factors. 

One thing to keep in mind if you are choosing to 
build your own PC: you'll need to add the cost of a 
copy of Windows onto the overall price. At the time 
of writing, this was around $150 for an OEM 64-Bit 
copy of Windows 8. We also don't include optical 
drives. If you need an optical drive we suggest going 
for a USB model, which can perform double duty 
with Ultrabooks and other laptops, rather than 
being stuck inside your PC. 


Last month we lost a bunch of time to DmC: 
Devil May Cry, an updated, westernised version 
of the iconic hack and slash game from Japan. 
With some truly excellent, fluid combat 
gameplay it is a suprise gem, and it was the 
standout title from the early-year lull in new 
game releases. What particularly impressed us 
was how beautiful the PC version of the game 
looked, and while the keyboard and mouse 
controls felt lacking, pairing the high-end 
graphics of the PC with a controller made the 
game really shine. It may be overshadowed by 
some of the big name releases this month, but 
itis worth looking into if hack and slash is the 
sort of game that you enjoy. 
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THE GAME BOX 


INTEL CORE I5 35/0K 
PRICE $245 

Remove the Hyper Threading, and save $150? 
DEAL! You can always opt for a non-K version 
CPU if overclocking isn’t your thing. 


GIGABYTE Z77X-UD3H 

PRICE $185 
Affordable gaming performance and features, 
without the overkill seen with a lot of gaming 
specific motherboards on the market. 


MOTHERBOARD 


G.SKILL RIPJAWS 


F3-12800CL9D-8GBXL 

PRICE $55 

Great value, decent perfomance, and some 
flexibility. RAM is universally cheap now, so higher 
capacities are still viable for budget builds. 


MEMORY 


GIGABY TE HD7870 OVERCLOCKED 
PRICE $260 

Performance close to the 7950, with a price tag 
nowhere near. it also looks like there won't be new 
GPUs for a while yet, so this card will last a while. 


VIDEOCARD 


THE PERFECT PC 


INTEL CORE I7 3770K 

PRICE $350 

8 Threads of Ivy Bridge efficiency, Overclock for 
justice! This CPU is so good it has rendered the 
Socket 2011 enthusiast platform redundant. 


GIGABYTE GI SNIPER 3 
PRICE $380 : ‘ 

It's about as super-premium as you could were 
get, or want, thanks to added features like " 
SoundBlaster audio and Killer NIC . 


MOTHERBOARD 


CORSAIR VENGEANCE LOW PROFILE 


CMLI6GX3M4A1600C9B 

PRICE $120 

16GB of fast memory. Virtualise everything!. The low 
profile design means that it won't fight for space with 
your cooling solution. 


MEMORY 


MSI GTX 680 TWIN FROZR OC SLI 
PRICE $1180 Bi y) 

Great value, overclocks extremely well, super TRL) 
fast. While you only *need* one card, two cards 
double the amount of awesome in your system. 


VIDEOCARD 
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SUBTOTAL: $1675 
RIG ONLY: $1065 


BITFENIX SHINOBI 
PRICE $80 

Worth it for the price alone, and 
sexy to boot. A budget design that 
doesn’t look cheap. 


ANTEC KUHLER 620 
PRICE $85 

Water cooling is the future, today! 
These closed loop coolers make it 
much cleaner inside your PC case. 


2TBHDD W See RAZER ARCTOSA | 
pricesoo Bbice $36 PRICE $50 | 


Acool-looking keyboard that'll 
serve you very well if you can’t 
afford the jump to mechanical. 


2000 gigabyte storage 
drive on the cheap. 3TB are 
coming down in price too. 


Discs. You needs ‘em. A 
USB DVD drive is also a 
viable alternative. 


KEYBOARD 


LGIPS277L 
PRICE $400 
27 Inches of IPS glory. The resolution isn’t 
perfect, but the price is. The thin bezel 
makes this a very attractive screen. 


CORSAIR VENGEANCE M6 
PRICE $70 

Exceptional mousing value with a great 
unique design and a very handy sniper 
mode button for the FPS fans 


MOUSE 


> 
PLANTRONICS ONBOARD a | 
GAMECOM 780 REALTEK a SILVERSTONE | 
| PRICE $90 ALCBBOA n Beer | 
| See cee ae wu Asolid PSU, capable of powering much 
dio. Al: ilable i Adecent chip that d ae 
pot and Countestike themes, i ae be eee donne 


CORSAIR HI100! | : COOLER MASTER 
WATER COOLER COSMOS || 

PRICE $160 PRICE $400 

Fits perfectly in the Cosmos S Il, The only case you'll ever need. 
mounting directly on the roof! Premium luxurious bliss. 


COOLER 


OCZ REVO DRIVE 3 X2 & | 


WD1TB VELOCIRAPTOR 

PRICE $490 + $350 

Superfast SSD and zippy storage make for a 
monstrous system indeed. 


BLACKWIDOW 


ULTIMATE 
PRICE $160 
Mechanical gorgeousness. 


SYSTEMDRIVES 
KEYBOARD 


STEELSERIES SENSEI 
PRICE $115 

The best-performing mouse we've 
used to date. Sleek, simple and very 


ASUS PB278Q 

PRICE $690 

One of the best 27” monitors on the mar- 
ket, with a pricetag that makes us forget 
the competition even exists. hard to put down. 


MOUSE 


ANTEC HCP 1200W 
PRICE $320 

Plugin a graphics card. Or 
four. The HCP won't care, 
coping with eveything you 
throw at it. 


SHURE SRH-840 

PRICE $200 

The best value closed-ear studio head- 
phones around. A great match for the 
onboard audio on the motherboard. 
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FREE-TO-PLAY 


THE RISE OF FREE-TO-PL 


ADAGE, ‘YOU ONLY GET WHAT ¥1 


LAWRENCE TAKES AN IN-DEPTH LOOK A 
THE PRESENT, WHAT WORKS AND 


THE POTEN 


lor as long as there has been 

gaming, there's beena 

publisher-driven and consumer- 
accepted expectation that game 
ownership is secured after tendered 
payment. Sure, the early days of PC 
gaming included the welcome release 
of shareware that let players try the 


first few levels of, say, Duke Nukem 3D, 


but money had to change hands before 
players could call the rest of the core 
game their own. 

In more recent years, as the once- 
standard pre-release game demo 
became a post-release game demo 
that then, inexplicably, disappeared 
almost entirely, anew gaming model 
has risen that defies traditional 
standards: free to play (F2P for the 
trendy folk). This neo-gaming model is 
akin to shareware, except that the core 
factors are amplified: the potential for 
unlimited gaming time without paying 
acent, albeit offset by the allure of 
micro-transactions for a variety of 
content. 

While, at initial glance, ‘free to play’ 
should more accurately be called ‘free 
to install’, as the concept of playing 
agame for free once it's installed 
is the same principle as the bulk of 
traditionally pre-purchased games, 
digging beneath the F2P surface 
reveals a fascinating history, curious 


AMING MODE 
PAY FOR. NATHAN 
4E HISTORY, 


AL OF THE FREE-TO-F 


controversy and the potential for a 
model that could well dominate in 
years to come. 


FREE-TO-PIRATES 

One of the biggest reasons that 
publishers and developers offer for 
downplaying the importance of the PC 
gaming platform is piracy. As digital 
rights management (DRM) measures 
evolved beyond the likes of physical 
Mix 'n' Mojo copy protection for the 
first two Monkey Island games, so too 
did the potential ways to bypass such 
protective measures. Photocopying 
Mix ‘n’ Mojo DRM gave birth to cracked 
executables and, as the present and 
future both look a whole lot more 
digital, developers and publishers are 
understandably concerned with how 
easy their premium games are to play 
for ‘free’ on PC. 

The free-to-play model negates 
this concern by actively encouraging 
gamers to install and play the game 
free of charge. After all, there's no 
temptation to pirate if there's no initial 
cost. Another main reason publishers 
have drifted from PC gaming is ever- 
increasing hardware requirements. 

PC may be the platform with the 
largest install base, but not everyone is 
packing the hardware that's capable of 
running the latest-release games. 


a 
i 
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FREE-TO-STYLISE 

Low hardware requirements is one of 
the biggest motivators behind stylised 
games such as Battlefield Heroes or 
the browser-based likes of Quake 

Live, whose requirements are so low a 
10-year-old computer can run it. This 
emphasis on low system requirements 
is actually tied into the roots of the 
free-to-play model. 

The first credited example of a 
free-to-play game was the 1996 title 
Furcadia, a cutesy MMORPG-style 
game witha fantasy setting ina 
world overrun by anthropomorphic 
beings. As if astepping stone from the 
wonderful world of mods, Furcadia 
was powered predominantly by user- 
generated content, and encouraged 
income via modestly priced aesthetic 
purchases such as custom portraits. 
Players were asked to create their own 
‘dreams’ - in-game maps where they 
could roleplay, interact or simply hang 
out — that were allocated to age groups 
based on certain content restrictions. 
Games such as Furcadia and the rise 
of social titles such as Farmville have 


Prop 


fore ee 


made ‘free-to-play’ into a dirty term 


that can be seen as casual or lesser by 


more hardcore gamers. 


FREE-TO-PAY 


Paradoxically, the free-to-play model 
has been mostly influenced by popular 


pay-to-play MMORPG titles such as 
World of WarCraft. Instead of users 
having to pay a one-off fee to owna 
core game, pay-to-play titles require 


FREE-TO-PLAY | 


{ CLOCKWISE FORM TOP LEFT: 


EA gets into the aciton; Crytek’'s 
shoter, Warface; and mech game 
Hawken. 


Hil 
wis] 
om 


an ongoing subscription payment in 
order to access the game. Over time, as 
subscriptions for a particular title grow 
(ideally), additional content and fixes 
are applied to a game that developers 
are receiving revenue for on a regular 
basis. In many ways, free-to-play is a 
hybrid of the evolution of traditionally 
purchased games and subscription- 
based titles, with certain MMOs going 
so far as to abandon the subscription 
model in place of the revenue potential 
of the free-to-play system. 
Traditionally purchased games now 
actively make use of post-release 
premium downloadable content (DLC) 
that can be optionally bought to add to 
the user experience, be it aesthetically 
or in gameplay-altering ways. DLC can 
be a costly investment for publishers, 
with little guarantee for return based 
on sales figures of the core game. Free- 
to-play games, on the other hand, can 
greatly increase the likelihood of return 
by accessing a larger potential number 
of players who are willing to try a 
free game. 


FREE-TO-MARKET 
One of the areas where the free-to- 
play model took off in an impressively 
short period of time was in the mobile- 
gaming space. Analytics collected 
by Flurry show that in January 2011 
e there were some 90,000 game apps 
available in Apple's popular App Store, 
39 per cent of which were earning 
money from a free-to-play model. By 
2venui June 2011, that percentage had almost 
e game doubled and was at 65 per cent of the 
total revenue for mobile games on the 
App Store. Just one month later, free- 


Se iol i t he to-play was being attributed as the 


dominant business model in the world 
ke sense of mobile applications. 
gle Fascinatingly, the same data also 
showed that only a maximum of six 
per cent of people would actively 
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spend money within the free-to-play 
apps. This may sound like a pittance 
but, considering that even a small 
percentage of a potential player base 

in the millions can add up to healthy 
revenue, the low number is not to be 
scoffed at. Furthermore, everybody 
who downloads a free-to-play title is 
still budding free advertising via word- 
of-mouth marketing. In this respect, 
the traditional model of multiplying the 
number of units sold by cost per unit is 
replaced by a developer onus to ensure 
active engagement in a game combined 
with timely offering of enticing 
premium content to tempt players to 
part with cash. 


FREE-TO-CREATE 

Even though big publishers are 
dabbling more and more in the 
free-to-play model, it's incentivising 
developers to branch out on their own 
and enjoy the creative freedoms and 
maximised profit possibilities afforded 
by development free of publisher 
criteria. Larger companies such as id 
Software have done it with Quake Live, 
while FPS juggernaut Crytek has had 
no qualms in stating that it's in the 
process of transitioning all future titles 
to the increasingly popular free-to- 
play model. 

But it's not just the big guns with 
laden coffers that can benefit from 
the F2P system. Adhesive Games has 
stated that it would not have felt as 
empowered to create new IP Hawken 
had it not had the option of a free- 
to-play system. Hawken, currently in 
open beta, secures revenue by offering 
aesthetic upgrades only that do not 
influence gameplay (this is likely 
to change). Likewise, independent 
developer Hi-Rez Studios shifted its 
self-published team-based shooter 
Global Agenda from a subscription 
model to free-to-play. In 2012, 

Hi-Rez achieved the impossible and 
resurrected the long-feared-dead 
Tribes IP with Tribes: Ascend to offer 


ENGINE ROOM [atasnencay 


RECURRING, 
DISTURBING THEME 


One of the unfortunate recurring themes with free- 
to-play games is an overall lack of transparency as 
to total costs involved should one choose to pay. 
The underlying intention of this appears to be one of 


confusion: if players don’t know how much they'll be 
investing in a game long term to secure content, they’re 
more likely to spend comparative smaller amounts. 
This secretive practice within the free-to-play model is 
unfortunate and can lure players into spending more 
than the price of a traditional game if they don’t keep a 
tally of their transactions. 


what is considered one of the best 
examples of a contemporary free-to- 
play model. 


PAY-TO-WIN 

The Tribes: Ascend free-to-play model 
is straightforward: players can invest 
time for in-game currency (XP), or 
purchase gold with real-world funds 
to exchange for XP. This means that 
diehard and skilled players can feasibly 
unlock all available items (including 
weapons) just by playing the game, 


“Early examples of free-to- 
play games tended to have 
smaller budgets and teams...” 


while time-poor, less-skilled or 
impatient players can exchange money 
for XP advancements to get them to 
the same place ina fraction of the 
time. Other titles such as Battlefield 
Play4Free have been criticised in the 
past for selling in-game weapons that 
were only available for purchasers, 
and not those who were playing for 
free. Similarly, this divisive approach 
is still evident today in popular titles 
such as World of Tanks, which locks 
premium content including tanks, 
ammunition, upgrades and equipment 
to paying customers only. 
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This is, by far, the most divisive part 
of the free-to-play system: models 
that are more commonly referred to 
as “pay-to-win’” But this isn’t the only 
controversial part of the free-to-play 
model. Because revenue is reliant on 
players purchasing content, titles can 
be saturated with content in order to 
tempt users to part with cash. While 
this isn't necessarily a negative when 
it comes to aesthetic transactions, it 
can create gameplay imbalances when 
a game is inundated with variables 
that impact other players’ experiences; 
particularly in competitive titles 
such as Tribes: Ascend. Where pay- 
to-play games offer player equality 
in terms of gameplay, free-to-play 
games can preference premium 
players in order to entice investment. 
The problem with these models, 
though, is they have the potential to 
upset the player base, which is the 
opposite impact a developer wants 
for projecting revenue. Considering 
the rising number of free-to-play 
options nowadays, it’s in a developer's 
best interests to retain players for as 
long as possible to increase revenue 
potential. 


FREE-TO-BEAUTIFY 

Early examples of free-to-play games 
tended to have smaller budgets and 
teams, which generally translated to 

a stylised visual aesthetic intended to 
distract from the obvious lack of funds 
to support a triple-A look. Crytek, lover 
of all things visual and fidelity, has 
attracted more than five million users 
for its stunning CryEngine 3-powered 
first-person shooter Warface, and 
that’s in Russia alone. More than 
500,000 Westerners signed up to the 
closed beta - the kind of numbers 

that an open beta attracts - so the 
potential for Crytek to earn big bucks 
is obvious, even if only a minority 


A Valve's Team Fortress 2 is monetised so well that even players can 
make money from their creations 

<4 Tribes was once a AAA shooter franchise, but it’s now been reborn as 
a free-to-play title 


A CLOCKWISE FORM TOP LEFT: The DLC 
for less than successful game Reckoning; 
Crytek’s shooter Warface; free-to-play 
MMO Age of Conan ditched its subscription 
model; Battlefield Play4Free; Lord of the 
Rings Online, another free-to-play MMO 


of players are investing in available 
premium content. 

Beyond this, as Warface rolls out 
across the globe, there's further 
incentive for Crytek to develop 
additional content for the game, 
which can be tailored to meet the 
implicit demands of the paying player 
base as dictated by trends in their 
spending habits. Considering that 
particular player demographics have 
been recorded as paying hundreds 
(some, thousands) of dollars into 
premium content, even the recurring 
investment of a dedicated lesser 
percentage can equate to impressive 
profit; the bulk of which, potentially, 
can go straight to the developer if they 
bypass publisher support. 


FREE-TO-EVOLVE 
Proof of its evolution and popularity 
in more recent times, the free-to-play 
model is now a transitional option 
for subscription services, or games 
that simply no longer have to rely on 
traditional sales. The MMORPG world 
is no stranger to this shift, as once- 
charged titles such as Age of Conan 
and The Lord of the Rings Online 
have offset dwindling subscription 
numbers by moving sideways into 
free-to-play territory. Both games still 
offer the option of subscription perks, 
but also enjoy the potential of a larger 
player base thanks to the zero-dollar 
investment required to access each 
respective game world. What may 
incorrectly be seen as a sign of failure, 
such as the declining subscription 
numbers for Star Wars: The Old 
Republic that preceded the switch 
toa free-to-play model, is actually 
a deliberate and profitable move on 
behalf of publishers. 

This logic isn't merely limited to 


FREE-TO-PLAY [EXTaTaiereren 


MMO-style games, either. Valve's 
hugely successful Team Fortress 2 

— originally part and parcel of The 
Orange Box, and later sold as a 
standalone product - made the switch 
to free-to-play in June 2011. Nine 
months later, Valve announced that 
Team Fortress 2 revenue had multiplied 
a whopping 12 times over. All of this 
from a title that still lets players play 
the core game free of charge and 
makes an income by selling unique 
equipment and aesthetic upgrades. 


FREE-TO-EMPOWER 
Perhaps the most trailblazing aspect 
of the free-to-play model is how 
empowering it is for gamers. With 
zero risk to try a game before deciding 
whether to invest in the experience, 
everyday gamers are less reliant on 
press reviews to determine a game's 
worth, Publishers are becoming 
increasingly smarter at previewing 
the shinier parts of games that are 
released to near-universal criticism 
— see Homefront or Aliens: Colonial 
Marines for proof - which tends to 
result in a community backlash over 
the division between positive preview 
versus negative review. 

But even positive press doesn't dictate 
sales. Now-defunct THQ knows only too 


well that positive previews and reviews 
for Darksiders II weren't enough to 

break even on sales. Free-to-play games 
effectively guarantee that healthy 
consumer numbers will at least try a title 
before moving on to something else. Of 
those that try the game, there's always 
the possibility they'll stay and invest. 

At the end of the day in the free-to- 
play space, players who don't pay for 
content should not be made to feel that 
they are playing an inferior product; in 
fact, it should be the inverse: players 
should feel compelled to pay for 
content because they want more out of 
the game (where “more” doesn't negate 
the original point in this sentence). 

As long as developers and publishers 
can preference ‘free to play’ over ‘pay 
to win, this rising model has a lot of 
potential to become a dominant force 
in the not so distant future. 
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BIOSHOCK: INFINITE preview 


THE THIRD GAME IN THE SERIES IS BACK IN THE 
RIGHT HANDS, AND THE QUALITY SHOWS THROUGH. 


Irrational Games 
SHER Take 2 
TE wwwbioshockinfinite.com 


all us a little backward, but one 
( of the more shaming games on 

our Pile of Shame (games never 
finished) is the original Bioshock. For all 
that its opening scenes are some of the 
most atmospheric ever put to, uh, pixel, 
and that it’s a great tale of renegade 
industrialists and mad experimentation, 
something about it just... didn’t appeal. 
We didn’t finish the sequel, either, but 
that’s more due to the fact that it’s a 
same-y rehash rather than a proper 
sequel - and it wasn’t even developed 
by Irrational Games. 

You might then expect us to be a little 
conflicted about Bioshock: Infinite, but 
you'd be wrong. After spending a few 
hours with the game we’re more hyped 
than ever about Irrational’s gripping 
view of a familiar-yet-different vision of 
American history and Manifest Destiny. 

And shooting people in the face while 
summoning hordes of Crows to pick at 
their bones - that helps too. 

One of the cleverest tricks the game 
manages to pull off is to be both a clever 
and open-seeming adventure, while 
still basically being a linear shooter. You 
ascend to the floating city of Columbia 


very early in the game (and VERY 
dramatically), and your mission there is 
set up in the kind of dread manner that 
suggests you better do it, or else. 

So, while you’re desperate to 
find your target, a woman, you’re 
drawn through these lush, floating 
environments, always pushed ahead 
by combat or pulled by the demands of 
your quest. At the same time, there’s 
still a lot to explore - siderooms, scads 
of conversations, and so on - but 
nevertheless the game’s pretty basic in 
its progression. It doesn’t feel like you're 
being led by the nose; rather, it’s an 
entirely natural progression. 

And while it’s only thematically linked 
to the previous game, there’s a similar 
system of weapons and odd abilities 
to swap between. You use natural salts 
to restore your ability to make use of 
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Previewed on PC 


Vigors, funky powers that let you control 
machinery, toss around fire, or - best 
of all - summon a murder of crows to 
peck enemies to death. These abilities 
can be powered up, and even the basic 
weapons feel hefty and responsive. 

While the game’s setting is one of 
the real stars (you will get so much 
out of this game if you have some 
knowledge of American history; the 
impact of seeing shrines to figures like 
John Wilkes Booth alone is worth the 
price of admission, so to speak), we’re 
guessing that the relationship between 
protagonist Booker DeWitt and the 
woman he’s seeking, the mysterious 
Elizabeth. There’s a certain similarity 
to the wordless relationship in the 
excellent PS2 game, Ico, and if this 
one can be as clever - and emotional - 
Irrational’s going to be onto a winner. 
This, combined with the many hints that 
space and time on Columbia is really 
quite, well, majorly borked, (why, yes, 

a 1912 sea-side band would totally be 
playing Girls Just Want to Have Fun), 
hints at a game that is going to be as 
much fun to explore and understand as 
it is to simply set people alight in new 
and satisfying ways. 

At the end of our preview session we 
thanked our local 2K Games PR monkey 
and told him we were pretty impressed. 
In response he reported a conversation 
he in turn had had with the game’s 
designer, Ken Levine. According to Ken, 
“The ending of this game is the thing I 
am most proud of in my career.” 

I suspect Bioshock Infinite will not get 
relegated to that Pile of Shame. 

David Hollingworth 


THE CAVE 


DESIGN GOD RON 
GILBERT’S LATEST FORAY 
INTO ADVENTURE 
GAMING FAILS TO EXCITE. 


-R Double Fine 
R Sega 
www.thecavegame.com 


any of us are children of the 
adventure game, fondly 
remembering the first time 


we learned the secret of Big Whoop, or 
crying ‘Look out, the British are coming’ 
when trying to deviously distract others. 
The minds of Ron Gilbert and Tim 
Schafer were key parts of the golden 
age of Lucasarts adventures, and the 
reunion of these two greats meant we 
had high hopes for The Cave. 

Part adventure game, part 
platformer, The Cave is a curious beast. 
It is designed around the journey 
of three protaganists through a 
sentient cave, an allegorical tale filled 
with hubris and a touch of whimsy. 
Unfortunately the interesting premise is 
marred by gameplay that is somewhat 
mundane, with occasional moments of 
wonder interrupted by some incredibly 
dull ‘light-platforming’. 

To begin you choose your characters 
from a pool of seven. In our first 
playthrough this took the form of 
creepy evil twins, an overalls-clad, 
straw-chewing hillbilly and a blissful 
monk. You then take them on a journey 
through the titular cave, with the game 
itself forming a mix of character-specific 
areas and more generalised puzzles to 
solve. 

Most of the puzzles make sense, 
requiring a modicum of lateral thinking, 


but none of the bizarre leaps of 
logic that marked the decline of the 
adventure genre. Each of the characters 
you can choose from has a special 
ability, which introduces a degree of 
flexibility in how you solve the puzzles, 
but we found that for our group of 
adventurers these abilities rarely came 
into play. 

These puzzles form the core of the 
gameplay - the platforming aspect 
of the game is downplayed heavily, 
used more as a means of navigating 
the areas than as a challenge in its 
own right. Factor into this the ability 
for each character to only carry one 
item, and the vast majority of time 
in-game is spent running backwards 
and forwards around the same areas. 
One tends to explore an area, working 


ADVENTURE |) 


PC « Xbox 360: PS3 


out what items are available, and what 
challenges await, then begin the long 
process of shuffling items around to 
solve the puzzles. It is a process that 
can feel quite zen, but more than a few 
times we found ourselves downing the 
controller and walking away, not seeing 
too much fun in the shuffling through 
numerous screens that awaited us. 

This backtracking isn’t so different 
from the adventure games of old, 
where a large amount of the gameplay 
involved moving between areas trying 
to work out puzzles. But the layering 
of the platforming mechanic makes 
navigation feel like needless busywork, 
and ultimately detracts from the good 
things hidden inside the Cave. 

While the gameplay itself can get 
tedious, it is in part redeemed by the 
truly gorgeous graphical touches in 
the game. The visual style is at times 
striking, and the entire cave is lovingly 
rendered, right down to the use of 
shaders on water, and the cartoonish 
design. Each character’s area stands out 
in its own right, be it the bizzare carnival 
of cardboard cutouts that houses the 
Hillbilly’s storyline or the spooky house 
that houses the origin story for the 
glowy-eyed twins. We reviewed the 
game on PC, where the graphics options 
even include Super Sample Antialiasing, 
still a rarity in this day and age. 

For the most enjoyable experience 
with The Cave, you'll want to use a 
controller. Despite the fact that we 
reviewed the game on PC, the mouse 
and keyboard controls were near 
unworkable, with our characters having 
an annoying tendency to get caught 
on ropes and ladders while using them. 
Switching over to an Xbox controller 
made for ad much, much smoother 
experience, and it really is the best way 
to experience the game. 

Ultimately The Cave just doesn’t have 
enough of a hook to keep us coming 
back and trying out different mixes of 
characters. If you want a platformer 
with puzzles there are a myriad other 
titles out there like Deadlight, and for 
an old school adventure fix Telltale’s 
The Walking Dead is about as good as 
you can get. The Cave sits somewhere 
in between, and never quite manages 
to live up to the pedigree behind it. Even 
with a $20 pricetag, this is a mediocre 
experience at best. 

John Gillooly 
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STRATEGY 


E = Haemimont Games 
3LISHER Kalypso 
3S!1TE wwwcityofgangsters.com 


Gangster Sim, set back in the day 
in Atlantic City. Gameplay involves 
a mix of citywide strategy and turn 
based combat. To add icing to the cake 
it comes from the developer behind the 
most recent Tropico games. 
However Omerta: City of Gangsters 
just doesn’t live up to its promise. 
It isn’t a bad game per se, more an 
average one. There are some good 
ideas but they ultimately end up 
being overshadowed by the fact that 
playing the game is an incredibly boring 
experience, and the turn-based combat 
is a frustrating reminder of how only 
a handful of games have gotten the 
formula right. 
While the game offers a Sandbox 
mode, the real meat comes in the 


| t all sounds so good on paper. A 


If a rival brewer is on your patch, you 
can send out one of your guys to do a 
drive-by shooting, for example, which 
will clear the building and make it 
available for you to rent. 

If this sounds like a tedious game of 
rock paper scissors, that is because it 
is. The problem is that while the basic 
game design is alright, everything takes 
so much time to occur that we found 
ourselves rapidly losing interest. There 
is no way to speed up time and nothing 
to really watch while you wait for tasks 
to be completed. 

Every now and then you'll be given 
a special mission, or one of your tasks 
will run into trouble, and you'll be faced 
with the game’s turn based combat. 

If this was well implemented, then it 
had the possibility of redeeming the 
mundane strategic aspects of the 
game, but it isn’t. There is a somewhat 
confusing cover scheme, that doesn’t 
seem to include leaning against walls, 
or crouching under windowsills, and 


PLAT 


Xbox 360 »PC 


BH esc a We 


form of the campaign mode. In it you the combat itself feels way to arbitrary = A The gameis After a couple of these combat 

play an up-and-coming mob boss, at times. clearly based sessions, we found ourselves stabbing 

facing a series of challenges as you It has that old turn-based strategy upon the same the ‘auto resolve’ button whenever 

grow your influence. These take the issue where a focus on statistics and halt ead the game threatened us with this 
ropico 3 an 


place of discreet levels - effectively 
minor variations on a theme of gridded 
streets and flat terrain. 

Within these levels are various kinds 
of buildings, and your interaction with 
these forms the bulk of the strategic 
game. You can rent some buildings 
and turn them into parts of your 
empire. Rent a building and turn it into 
a brewery and you'll have a supply of 
beer, which you can then supply to 
speakeasies owned by yourself or NPCs. 

It is through the careful control and 
management of these buildings that 
you move towards your goals, sending 
out gang members to do your bidding. 


the judicial assignment of action 

points means that the combat feels 
unrealistic. Unload on an enemy with 

a shotgun at point blank range, and 

all that happens is a certain amount 

of Damage is removed, or it misses 
entirely, despite the fact you were 
standing right next to the target. One of 
the biggest surprises was that standing 
behind a shipping crate didn’t seem 

to block any shots from the other side 
of it, and there is no decent indicator 
of line of sight, which means trying to 
flank an opponent with a sneaky shot 
through a Window ends up being an 
adventure in trial and error. 


& 
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4, but lacks the 
personality of 
those titles 


turn-based combat. Which left us 
languishing in the strategic mode most 
of the time, wondering just when the 
level would finally end. 

These fundamental gameplay issues 
are so profound that it almost isn’t 
worth mentioning the cringeworthiness 
of the racial stereotypes that make 
up the characters in the game. We 
do appreciate that Bulgaria’s finest 
videogame developer, Haemimont 
Games, may not get the nuances of 
Prohibition-era America. The cast list 
has everything from drunken Irishmen 
to a baseball bat-wielding African- 
American brawler (who joins you after 
you defeat the Ku Klux Klan for him). 

Omerta isn’t a bad game, but it 
isn’t a good one either. The combat is 
rudimentary, and the strategic game 
is way too sluggish for something so 
simplified. It would probably work as a 
Facebook or tablet game, but on PC it 
just doesn’t cut it. 

John Gillooly 
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GEARBOX DELIVERS ANOTHER GAME THAT SHOULD 
HAVE BEEN ALLOWED TO FADE INTO OBSCURITY. 


DEVELOPER Gearbox 
PUBLISHER Sega 
WEBSITE www.sega-australia.com 


he development cycle of Aliens: 
fl Colonial Marines has not been an 

easy one. Out now, it slipped its 
original due date by three or four years, 
and has been in development since at 
least 2006. That’s five years to make a 
game based one of the most beloved 
franchises ever, one that has already 
spawned a mess of other games, some 
fantastic (AvP2, so good!), and some not 
so (the last AvP, which was pretty much 
a mess)... and, sadly, you can feel every 
one of those delays in Colonial Marines. 

It’s a mess, easily one of the most 
disappointing games of recent years. 

The first sign that there’s something 
wrong with the game, especially on PC, 
is the alarmingly low res textures. In 
terms of graphical fidelity, the game 
ooks - and in a lot of ways, plays - 
ike it should have been released at 
east two or three years ago. Barely 
recognisable blobs of colour litter 
the floors, computer screens look 
indistinct and blobby, and what should 
be instantly recognisable areas of the 
Sulaco (the classic warship from Aliens) 
are grey messes of poor texturing and 
low-detail design. 

Character design and textures are a 
little better, but here the problem isn’t 
cosmetic, but rather one of coding. 

Many passages of the game stick 
you with an NPC partner, sometimes 


two, and they’re possibly the worst 
companion Al since Daikatana. They 
will get stuck on corners, on textures, 
on things that apparently only they 
can see. You'll move ahead in the level, 
thinking you have a chance to leave 
them to some gory xenomorph-driven 
doom, but then you'll close a door, turn 
around, and the bastard Al’s teleported 
behind you. It’s enough to make you 
wish for a blue-on-blue incident - sadly, 
you can’t shoot friendlies. Then again, 


your friendlies are terrible shots anyway. 


The final leg on this three-legged 
stool of fail is the enemy AI, which 
does a good job of pretending to be 
competent, but it’s a sham that’s rather 
easy to see through. The xenomorphs 
will make a good effort of first rushing, 
then moving away from incoming fire, 
but mostly you can just stand in a spot 
and blaze away while they shamble 
about, more zombie-like at times than 
a fast, terrifying killing machine. Human 
enemies are a bit more engaging, and 
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are at least capable of using cover, but 
they’re not hard to get the better of. 

Other annoyances relate to the fact 
that no one seems to drop guns or 
ammo. You might be fighting five or six 
enemy soldiers, all with pulse rifles, and 
none of them drop anything. I’m sure 
this is for reasons of tension, but all it 
does is deliver a mammoth disconnect. 
The fact that the game actually uses 
an archaic armour and health system, 
like something out of Doom, also seems 
odd - but then you remember when this 
game likely started development. 

This is all doubly enraging, as the 
game still manages to suck you in from 
time to time, based purely on the score, 
sound effects, and all the cool tech. 
When you hear a pulse rifle arc up, or 
the telltale purr of a lurking xenomorph, 
the game can be exciting - in theory. 
The practice rarely lives up to the 
promise of the IP, however. 

The game starts to get better with 
more warm bodies. You'll never get 
around the fact that it is basically half- 
baked at the outset, but in co-op mode 
in the campaign, and in multiplayer, 
there is evidence of real sparkle. 

Multiplayer in particular, which plays 
like a heavily modded Left4Dead, 
could have been highly compelling, 
but the odd choice to include only two 
multiplayer maps makes it a moot 
point. As it is, this is the game’s real 
high point. With its class-based play, 
interesting mechanics revolving around 
sealing doors and deploying auto-guns, 
and some real tense moments during 
showdowns between player controlled 
xenomorphs and marines, it’s a sign of 
what the game could have been. 

If you're a hardcore fan of Aliens, 
there’s some merit to the game. 
Running around inside the Sulaco is 
fun, and getting to use/abuse the 
great weapons and kit designed by 
James Cameron is certainly a draw. But 
the game that these cool things are 
wrapped around is distinctly sub-par. 
David Hollingworth 


One of the’most memorable gaming 
fails in many years, with glimpses 

of awesome overshadowed by poor. 
graphics, poor Al, poor gameplay 


and poor everything else. 
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CRYSIS 3 


THE THIRD GAME IN CRYTEK’S TRILOGY IS 
A VISUAL FEAST, AND A LOT OF FUN. 


humanity... and maybe the planet. 


Crytek : ¢ 
Electronic Arts . nie sa cae sense 0 a 
wwwccrysis.com Prophet’s own transformation, and his 


evolution into something both more 


atomic 
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interesting challenge; you can recover 
basic arrows, so you have the choice 
to either shoot and run, or shoot and 
recover ammunition - but that is its 


fter the vague disappointment 
A: Crysis 2 - it wasn’t bad, but 

it was very shaped by being 
cross-platform - we were a little wary 
of what Crysis 3. We wanted a return 
to the open and varied killing fields of 
the original Crysis, not the more or 
less linear streets and urban canyons 
of its sequel. 


and less than human. This leads to fa. 
some some surprisingly emotional 
beats in the game. 

Yet, at its core, this is still a shooter, 
and a very good one at that. 

Crysis 3’s action is fast, furious, and 
remarkably accessible. The nanosuit’s 
functions have all been mapped to 
individual keys from the outset, making 


own challenge. 

The other weapons all feel much 
sharper and more lethal, too. The 
classic weapons all return, but new 
additions like Ceph energy rifles and 
the awesomely powerful Typhoon 
supergun change things up enough 
that you'll always have interesting 
choices to make about how you 
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smooth transitions from stealth to 
strength mode much faster and easier. 
This is handy, because stealth mode, 
combined with the game’s new 
weapon addition, the bow, is 
something else. Previous 
games haven’t quite 
gotten the feel of being a 
cybernetic super-soldier 
quite right, but Crysis 3 
nails it. Stealthing about. shooting 
people with the bow and not dropping 
your cloak is fantastic. it could be 
over-powered, but the limited 
bow ammunition makes it an 


Well, thankfully, Crysis 3 does 
something pretty amazing. It ups its 
game graphically, has kept the urban 
setting, and made it a far more open 
and engrossing experience. 


The game kicks off with ex-nano-suit 
soldier Pyscho rescuring and releasing 
Prophet, the games protagonist. From 
here Crysis 3 tells a story of the evil 
CELL Corporation and its nefarious 
plans, Prophet’s own quest for revenge 
against the Ceph aliens, and the 
resistance fighting to simply save 
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approach your game. 
That’s the other thing that Crysis 
3 does well, with level design that is 
open and varied enough to give a real 
wide range of tactical options. Using 
the cloak to scout and look for sneaky 
ways into or through buildings is 
always valid, and there are enough 
throwable/kickable things 
about that those who prefer 
brawling will always have 
something at hand - or foot. 
The suit powers, range of weapons, 
and environments all add up to 
make each fight distinctly unique and 


fresh. There’s also some great pacing, 
letting up the action so you can look 
about and take in the amazing and 
apocalyptic environs of New York. 

The quality of the graphics in the 
game bring these environments to 
life. From stormy docks, to steamy, 
tropical city-forests, Crysis 3 is a 
worthy successor to the original Crysis. 
With a properly full array of graphical 
options, the game can be pushed up to 
amazing levels of eye-candy - you can 
certainly see why the game’s a 14GB 
download, packed with hi-res textures 
(something that only occured for 
Crysis 2 once PC gamers revolted over 
the quality of textures that it shipped 
with). The game’s physics are solid, 
though like 2 there is a distinct lack of 
destructive environments. 
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But that’s something you barely 
notice. As you’re gazing about, noting 
the beams of light through ruined 


buildings, or zooming in on enemies to 
deliver a hi-res headshot, the fact that 
you can’t shoot over the odd tree is 
almost beside the point. 

Speaking of enemies, Al is pretty 
solid too, and all the NPCs are 
remarkably well-voiced, especially 
Psycho, who is not dealing with being 
separated from his nanosuit. 

There’s multiplayer, too, of course, 
though as always it seems like bit of 


a tacked on addition. Hunter mode is 


pretty cool, though, but for us Crysis 
has always been a single player game, 
all about the campaign, and being a 
highly effective lone wolf. One thing 
that does seem like an oversight, 
though, is the lack of co-op. You spend 
of a lot of time operating with Psycho, 
either directly partnered or while he’s 
off doing other things - it seems like 
a gimme that you could make him 
playable and very interesting. However, 
by focusing on Prophet and his story, 
the game is still mightily compelling. 
While not quite having the same 
true openness of the first Crysis, 
Crysis 3 still delivers a varied shooter 
experience, while amping up the 
story and sense of emotion in the 
game. It’s also a great PC game, with 
responsive controls and excellent feel. 
It’s a very impressive addition to the 
franchise. It’s not perfect - the console 
limitations still show through - but 
it’s arguably the best compromise we 
could have hoped for, and still a visual 
feast for the PC. 
David Hollingworth 
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DEAD SPACE 3 


THE LATEST IN THE ONGOING HORROR SERIES FROM 
EA IS STARTING TO FRAY AROUND THE EDGES 


Visceral Games 
Electronic Arts 
www.deadspace.com 


here’s not a huge amount 
| of changes in the new Dead 
Space. Number three in the 
series does add some new twists, 
but the game’s core is still the same: 
run around dark corridors, blast apart 
gribbly dead things, puzzle out some 
Lovecraftian plot THAT MAN WAS NOT 
MEANT TO KNOW. 
I think that’s a large part of the 
problem with the game, in fact - it’s 
just not new enough. 


What’s new this time around are 

a new co-op campaign mode and 

an in-depth crafting system with 

added micro-transactions. The co-op 

is probably the best addition, but it 

might also be the most problematic. 
Playing with a mate is fun, without 

a date, and the varying gameplay 

and branching paths, not to mention 

some of the dedicated co-op 


puzzles, are a hoot. The ability to 
work together to really take apart 
Necromorphs (the game’s villains) 
with various forms of cutting tools of 
death, is engaging too. But adding 

a friend changes the atmosphere of 
the game. An AI buddy still leaves 
the player fundamentally alone, and 
that’s always been the core of Dead 
Space’s horror experience - you're just 
an engineer, you’re alone, and pretty 
much everything that moves wants 
to kill you, eat you, and make you one 
of them. 

Not necessarily in that order. 

It also adds a measure of silliness. 
One guy stomping his way through a 
game, too lazy to bend down to open 
crates, is odd, but Isaac Clarke’s under 
a bit of stress. His stomping is almost 
a character trait, part PTSD, part pure 
efficiency. Making Clarke’s new co-op 
pal do the same just makes for epic 
stomp-grunt comedy. Until it gets 
annoying. 

The crafting, though a lot of fun, 
and with some pretty deep options 
and mixes of weapon types, brings 


its own problems. Sure, as more than 
one Dead Space 3 dev has pointed 
out, Isaac is an engineer, but that 
shouldn’t mean he’s constantly 
farming for loot drops. In an oddly 
benevolent move, EA has even let 
stand a bug that pretty much means 
unlimited crafting drops, but, again, it 
just takes away from the game’s core 
mechanic - stark, pants-wetting fear. 
There’s also multiplayer, which 
still just seems like an unnecessary 
addition, but certainly plays smoothly 
and well - it just doesn’t compete 
with the tonnes of other MP games on 
the market. 
And this is where we get to the 
real problem with Dead Space 3. At 
its core, the game is basically much 
the same as the first in the series. You 
can easily ignore co-op, crafting, and 
all the rest, and stick to seeking big 
scares in dark places... but it’s getting 
a bit stale. 

When Dead Space first came out, it 
seemed like not only a monumental 


risk, but also something pretty special. 


Electronic Arts rarely invests in truly 
new IPs, so having the company back 
not only a new game, but something 


as out there as hard SF space-horror 
with a protagonist named after two 
of SFs greatest writers... that was 
exciting. On top of all that, at release, 
the game was actually good, too - it 
was fresh and scary, in a way that 
few games were at the time. It had a 
real sense of place, too, and the world 
beyond the confines of the planet- 
cracker Ishimura seemed consistent 
and interesting. 

Three games on, and that 
consistency is now starting to seem 
a little stretched. To give the devs 
credit, the guy who wrote the world 
and its history is still there, and he 
does his best to keep it all in the 
air, but the ongoing sequence of 
reveals, mysteries, and even the 
sense of dread are getting thin. More 
importantly, the tropes that made 
Dead Space unique are now part of 
what makes the franchise - and Dead 
Space is a core part of EA’s business - 
recognisable. 

Dead Space’s horror has always 
relied upon its freshness, even as 
it built on well-worn ideas from a 
dozen other stories and games, but 
the combination and presentation of 


. New enemies 
abound in the 
game 


them felt like something new. 

So if co-op is fun, but essentially 
beside the point, and if you ignore 
the crafting because it’s either not 
what you’re into (or you already play 
something like World of Warcraft, and 
spend enough time grinding for craft 
drops anyway), and really, who ever 
thinks of Dead Space and thinks of 
competitive multiplayer... if you take 
all of that you’re left with a core game 
experience which adds nothing to 
what has gone before. 

Admittedly, Dead Space 3 does 
advance the metaplot somewhat, 
and some of the answers you discover 
through the game are very satisfying. 
It looks great, and sequences that see 
you soaring through vacuum in zero 
gravity have a clarity and atmosphere 
to them that no other game can 
match. But at the end of the day, 
Dead Space 3 just can’t keep my 
attention for more than an hour 
or So. 

David Hollingworth 
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DYING PC 
HOW TO: 


What to do when 
your PC is about to die 


PC “BLUE-SCREENING” OR MYSTERIOUSLY SHUTTING DOWN? DON’T PANIC — 
DARIEN GRAHAM-SMITH HELPS YOU DIAGNOSE AND SOLVE COMMON PROBLEMS 


signs that your PC's health is 

failing, you have a good chance 
of being able to remedy the situation 
with little upheaval. The difficult part 
is recognising where the problem 
lies, since it isn’t often obvious which 
component or part of the operating 
system is misbehaving. On these 
pages we show you how to identify 
some of the most common technical 
problems, and discuss how you can 
resolve them. 


SOFTWARE VS 
HARDWARE 

When a computer isn’t behaving 
properly, the first task is to work 
out whether it’s the hardware or 
software that's at fault. This isn’t 

an exact science, but a major clue is 
whether or not Windows throws up 
the notorious “blue screen of death”. 
If you see a blue error screen appear 
momentarily before your PC restarts, 
it indicates that Windows detected a 
problem and was able to shut down 
the system in a managed way. This 
wouldn't have been possible if, for 
example, your CPU or hard disk had 
abruptly failed - so the presence 

of the blue error screen suggests 
that your system has a software 
problem. 

In this context, “software” probably 
doesn’t mean applications and games. 
Windows is designed in such a way 
that it's usually impossible for regular 
programs such as these to crash 
the whole system. When we talk 
about software faults, we principally 
mean within Windows itself. 
Although the core OS is impressively 
stable, third-party device drivers are 
easily able to take down your system. 

If your problem is a faulty driver, 
you may be able to identify it simply 
by watching what happens when 
things go wrong: for example, if your 
computer crashes every time you try 
to change screen resolution, there’s a 
good chance that your graphics driver 
is to blame. 


/ f you can recognise the tell-tale 
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The information shown on a blue 
screen may provide a lead too, but by 
default it doesn’t appear on screen 
for long enough to be legible. You 
can make it remain visible until you 
reboot by opening the System Control 
Panel item, clicking on Advanced 
system settings, choosing Startup 
and Recovery, and unticking the 


~The presence of the blue 
error screen suggests that 
your system has a software 
problem” 


“Automatically restart” box. 

The next time your computer 
crashes you'll be able to read the 
information at your leisure: you may 
see a reference to a particular file 
such as atikmdag.sys or nviddmkm. 
sys. You can look up this file on the 
web to work out what it is - in these 
cases, the letters “ati” and “nv” give 
strong clues that they relate to ATI 
or Nvidia graphics card drivers. 


If it’s a dodgy driver that's causing 
system instability, you have plenty 
of options. Check the manufacturer's 
website for an updated version of 
the driver, as the problem may have 
been fixed. Alternatively, you can 
try installing an older version of 
the driver, either by again going to 
the manufacturer's website or by 
right-clicking on the device in Device 
Manager and selecting Driver | Roll 
Back Driver. If you have the option, 
look for a driver certified by WHQL 
(Windows Hardware Quality Labs). 
This tells you that Microsoft itself 
has tested the driver on a wide range 
of hardware, 

If switching drivers doesn’t help, 
it's possible the driver failure is being 
caused by an underlying problem 
with the hardware. In this case, we're 
afraid there's no simple solution, 
short of replacing the device - or, 
if it's built into your motherboard, 
disabling it in the BIOS or from the 
Device Manager. 

If your problem doesn't appear 
to be as a result of a driver, or if 


a problem has been detected and windows has been shut down to prevent damage 


Qo your computer. 


Fs_Rec. sys 


he driver mistakenly marked a part of its image pagable instead of nonpagable. 


Tf this is the first time you've seen this Stop error screen, 


hese steps: 


Check to make s 
tf this is ar 


or any Windows updates you might need. 


merestart your computer. If this screen appears again, follow 


ure any new hardware or software is properly installed. 
nstallation, ask your hardware or software manufacturer 


Tf problems continue, disable or remove any newly installed hardware 
or software. Disable BIOS memory options such as caching or shadowing. 
Tf you need to use Safe mode to remove or disable components, restart 
your computer, press F8 to select Advanced Startup Options, and then 


Mselect Safe Mode. 


echnical information: 


eee STOP: OxO00000D3 COx875FA000, OxOOOOOOFF, Ox00000000, Ox82872E9E) 


Fs_Rec.sys 


ollecting data for crash dump... 
Initializing disk for crash dump ... 
Beginning dump of physical memory. 


Dumping physical memory to disk: 


you can't isolate the cause, you can 
always use System Restore to try 
rolling back your PC to an earlier 
state and see if this solves the 
problem. The most drastic measure 
is to completely reinstall your OS. 
However, before resorting to this, 
try booting into a different operating 
system such as Ubuntu Linux 
(perhaps from a live CD if you don't 
want to set it up semi-permanently 
on your hard disk). If complications 
occur here too then you know 

the problem isn't specific to your 
Windows installation, so it’s time to 
shift your focus to possible hardware 
issues. 


MEMORY ERRORS 
Sometimes Windows will crash 
with a blue-screen error, yet there 
won't be a driver identified - or, 
perhaps, different crashes will report 
different filenames. In this case 
your underlying problem could be 
faulty memory causing the operating 
system to try to execute impossible 
instructions or operate on invalid 
data, and to crash when it can't. 
Diagnosing this type of memory 
error can be difficult because, by 
nature, the error is intermittent. (On 
the rare occasions when a DIMM 
fails completely, the computer will 
normally refuse to start until it's 
removed.) In fact, your best clue to 
amemory error is the seemingly 
random nature of the crashes you 
experience. If you suspect your 
RAM is playing up, you can test it 
by pressing F8 as Windows boots 


15 


A The blue screen 
can reveal useful 
information about 
PC crashes 


> Windows’ built- 
in memory 
diagnostic tool can 
help to establish if 
you have a faulty 
DIMM 


to access the Advanced Boot Options 
screen. Then press Escape to see the 
list of operating systems available, 
use the Tab key to move down to the 
“Windows Memory Diagnostics” item 
and press Return. The standard test 
should take less than ten minutes 

if all is well - you can change the 
testing options by pressing F1 at the 
main test screen. You can also launch 
the Memory Diagnostic tool from 
the System Recovery options ona 
Windows installation DVD. 

If the problem is a memory error, 
you may assume you simply need to 
buy new RAM. This isn’t expensive, 
so if you've been intending to 
upgrade anyway, you may as well 
consider this an opportunity to take 
the plunge. 

However, you may not need to 
splash out on new DIMMs to restore 
your system to stability. We've often 
found that when memory modules 
appear faulty, it's because the BIOS 
is trying to run them above their 
rated speed, and they can't reliably 
keep up. (This is a particular risk if 
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acs Windows Memory Diagnostic * * 


No memory errors were detected. 


DYING PC gle) mire) 


you're combining DIMMs of different 
types, a practice that enthusiasts 
often advise against for precisely this 
reason.) 

To remedy this situation, check 
the frequency and timings of each of 
your DIMMs, either by examining the 
label or by looking them up on the 
manufacturer's website. The former 
will be a speed, such as 1333MHz, 
and the latter will be a series of 
numbers, such as 7-7-7-21. Then 
access your BIOS, disable automatic 
RAM settings and manually enter the 
correct settings. If you have lots of 
different DIMMs, choose the lowest 
quoted frequency and the slowest 
quoted timings - that is, the highest 
numbers. You won't be extracting 
the maximum possible performance 
from every DIMM, but you may well 
find that, magically, you have a stable 
system once more. 


HARD DISK FAILURES 
A hard disk failure can be 
catastrophic, since it usually results 
in data loss. However, a disk can often 
alert you to looming problems 
before it fails. This is courtesy of 
a technology called SMART (Self- 
Monitoring, Analysis and Reporting 
Technology), which detects warning 
signs such as increased heat output 
and vibrations. As long as SMART 
is switched on in your system BIOS, 
you'll see a warning when you turn 
on your computer if one of your 
drives is reporting trouble. This is 
your cue to back up your personal 
files immediately and make plans to 
replace the disk. If you want to check 
a drive's SMART data for yourself, 
there are plenty of free tools that will 
do the job, including SpeedFan, which 
we'll cover below. 

Occasionally, despite what the 
SMART data may say, a hard disk 
will abruptly give up the ghost while 
you're using it. This might cause 
a blue-screen error, but it’s more 
likely that Windows will freeze and/ 
or shut down; the sudden loss of the 
entire filing system, plus the contents 
of the page file, is too drastic for 


IO) can 


18/12/2012 
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| 
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Windows to crash “cleanly”. 

After an event such as this, the 
disk may be permanently dead, in 
which case your PC will naturally 
refuse to reboot. Or it may restart 
smoothly, making it difficult to 
correctly diagnose the problem. For 
mechanical drives, two possible clues 
to hard disk problems are a regular 
clicking sound coming from the drive, 
or a whining noise. Both of these 
spell doom. 

If you aren't sure whether or not 
a disk is dead - or if there's another 
problem preventing your PC from 
booting - try connecting it to another 
system and see if it’s recognised 
from within a working Windows 
installation. SATA drives can be 
safely hot-plugged, although 
you may need to go to the Device 
Manager and select “Scan for 
hardware changes” before the system 
will recognise your disk. 

If your disk is really dead then 
you're out of luck; hopefully, you 
have a backup. At the very least, 
you should consider using a service 
such as Dropbox or SkyDrive for 
important files. These services don't 
take the place of a proper backup 
regime, but they replicate your 
data into the cloud - and on to any 
other PCs you may use - soit isn't 
lost if a single system fails. Dropbox 
also provides protection against 
accidental deletion and overwriting 
by allowing you to undelete files and 
roll back to previous versions within 
a 30-day time frame. To access 
these features, log in to the Dropbox 
website and click on the rubbish bin 
icon. 


CPUS AND 

GRAPHICS CARDS 

CPUs and GPUs are technically quite 
imilar, and both are heavily tested at 
he factory, so it’s rare to come across 
truly defective piece of hardware. 
owever, both components can 
ecome very hot in use - and if either 
ne overheats it's likely to shut down, 
bruptly blacking out the entire 
ystem. 

If that sounds familiar, the problem 
may simply be that the heatsink and 
fan unit on your CPU or graphics 

card isn't doing its job effectively 
enough. An easy way to see whether 
your processor or GPU is suffering 
from thermal runaway is to use 

a stress-testing program, such as 
Prime95 (http://tinyurl.com/b8bfo) 
for CPUs or FurMark (http://tinyurl. 
com/6lppqw) for GPUs. Leave one 

of these running for a few minutes 
and you should hear your system 


w9oeoTMAdtyHn 
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WHEN WINDOWS WON'T EVEN START 


If Windows blue-screens before even getting 
to the desktop, try booting in Safe Mode (press 
F8 immediately after turning on your PC to 
access it). This should take you to a point from 
which you can update your device drivers or 
experimentally disable suspect devices from 


the Device Manager. 


What if the system simply shuts down 
without a blue screen? This problem is most 
commonly caused by overheating - check 
your fans. A memory error is another possible 


cause - try removing DIMMs one by one and 


see if that helps. 


If you see a “Windows cannot start” 
error, the problem is often simply that the 


fans start to work. You can use a 
free program such as SpeedFan 
(www.almico.com/speedfan.php) 
to monitor internal temperatures: if 


your PC becomes increasingly hotter 


bootloader is looking in the wrong place 

for the OS: this can happen if you move or 
change the hard disks in your system. Try 
connecting your boot disk to a different 
port, or boot from a Windows installation 
DVD, open a command prompt and type the 
following commands: 


This should completely rebuild the Windows 
bootloader and restore your system to 


“A clue to hard disk problems 
is a clicking or whining noise 
coming from the drive’ 


until it crashes, you need better 


cooling or to fix the cooling you have. 


The first thing to check is that 


your heatsink is mounted firmly onto 


the CPU or graphics card; if it's only 
loosely touching, it won't be doing 
its job properly. You may want to 
give the inside of your PC a clean, 
too, since dust can easily clog up 


tilati ee dil int 1 W The free 
ventilation ports, driving up interna SpeedFan tool 
temperatures. For CPUs, you could shows your PC's 
buy a replacement heatsink - there temperature 


are plenty of third-party models 
out there. The same can't be said for 
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working order. 


graphics cards, though: if your card 
regularly overheats, you might have 
to replace it, or use a tweaking tool 
to reduce its operating frequency so 
that it produces less heat. 


SCREENS AND 
OTHER COMPONENTS 
If an external display unexpectedly 
changes colour, or appears and 
disappears (without displaying 
any other untoward effect), this 
can simply be caused by a loose 
connection. Check the cable 
connecting your monitor to your PC, 
or try using a different output socket 
on your graphics card. If it happens 
ona laptop, you may need a specialist 
to open up the case to check the 
connection. If the screen goes fuzzy, 
however, or shows things at the 
wrong size or with serious visual 
distortion, this tends to suggest a 
problem with its circuitry; if possible, 
try connecting a different monitor. 

Another problem that can affect 
LCD panels is a dodgy backlight. At 
first, this may look like your screen 
simply turning off at unexpected 
times, but if you look closely you'll 
see a very dark image of your 
computer screen is displayed. This 
is a hardware problem that isn't 
practical to fix: you'll have to buy a 
new monitor, or replace the panel if 
it's a laptop. 

Most other PC components 
are likely to be mounted on the 
motherboard. This doesn’t limit your 
troubleshooting options as much 
as you might think; if you suspect 
a surface-mounted component is 
playing up, you can try updating 
its device driver or firmware. If that 
still doesn’t help, you can normally 
disable the offending piece of silicon 
from within your BIOS menu - and, if 
need be, replace its function with a 
PCI Express card or even an external 
USB device. & 
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POWERSHELL IS A VERSATILE SCRIPTING LANGUAGE FOR ADMINISTERING 
WINDOWS. MARK NEWTON DEMONSTRATES WHAT IT CAN DO FOR YOU 


f you've ever felt constrained 

by the decades-old, DOS-style 

command prompt, the answer is 
Windows PowerShell - an updated 
and much more sophisticated 
command-line interface for the 
modern Windows environment. 
PowerShell isn't exactly a new 
technology. Its first incarnation was 
almost ten years ago, under the name 
Monad. Since then, it’s developed 
to such an extent that it's now the 
recommended (or even only) way to 
perform some administrative tasks. 
Microsoft's Bill Boswell, writing on 
the TechNet website, has declared 
that “the single most important skill 
a Windows administrator will need in 
the coming years is proficiency with 
Windows PowerShell.” 

Almost all major Microsoft products 

already have PowerShell interfaces, 
so you can use scripts to automate 
tasks within Windows Server, SQL 
Server, Exchange and more. Indeed, in 
recent versions of Exchange Server, 
the administration GUI is designed 
only for the most common tasks; 
anything beyond these requires 
the use of PowerShell scripts. Third 
parties such as Cisco and VMware 
are also supporting management of 
their products via PowerShell. So if 
you have any role at all in looking 
after Windows systems, it's time 
to familiarise yourself with this 
technology. 


STARTING UP 
POWERSHELL 

f you're using Windows 7 or 8 then 
you'll already have PowerShell 
installed - although you might not 
be aware of this, since it’s buried in 
the menu system under Accessories. 
The easiest way to access it is to 

hit the Windows key and type its 
name. This will bring up icons for 
PowerShell itself (in both x86 and 
64-bit variants if you're using a 
64-bit operating system), and also 
the PowerShell Integrated Scripting 
Environment (ISE), a graphical editing 


and testing system designed to help 
you create scripts (see box, right). 

To run PowerShell, you usually 

want to right-click and select Run as 
administrator, since the types of jobs 
you'll typically use PowerShell for 
are administrative tasks that require 
elevated permissions. 

When you first open up 
PowerShell, it doesn't look like 
anything interesting. In fact, it looks 
a lot like a regular command prompt, 
and familiar DOS commands such as 
dir, cd, copy and so forth will work 
here. However, you'll notice that the 
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prompt is prefixed with “PS” - a visual 
indication that you're in PowerShell. 
And in addition to standard DOS 
commands, there's a host of 
advanced instructions on hand in 
PowerShell, enabling you to check 
and modify user settings, perform 
file operations, query and manage 
services and processes, and much 
more. Microsoft refers to these not as 
commands but “cmdlets” (pronounced 
“commandlets”), distinguishing them 
from old-style command prompt 
terms. 


BASIC SYNTAX 

To see the sort of thing PowerShell 
can do, let's try running a simple 
cmdlet. Click in the PowerShell 
window and type: 


This shows a list of all processes 
running on your system, with 
details of memory, CPU usage and 
other statistics. Clearly, this is 
useful information, but the list can 
become quite long if you have several 
programs running on your PC. 

If youre only interested in a single 
process, you can provide its name as 
a parameter - or, if you want to see 
all processes that match a particular 
pattern, you can use the * wildcard 
character. This instruction should 
return details for both the wininit and 
winlogon processes, plus anything 
else you're running that begins with 
these three letters: 


What if you want to see only 
processes that are actively using 
CPU power? This is too complex to 
express using a simple wildcard, but 
it's easily done in PowerShell. All we 
have to do is forward the output from 
Get-Process to a second cmdlet called 
Where-Object, which is dedicated to 
extracting objects that meet specified 
criteria from an input stream. We do 
this using the pipe operator - which 
looks like a vertical bar - as follows: 


The parameters we pass to Where- 
Object look a little awkward, but they 
simply mean “return all objects from 
the input stream whose CPU property 
is greater than zero” (If you have 
any experience in object-oriented 
programming, the “dot” syntax for 
accessing object properties should be 
familiar). For a more detailed guide to 
the Where-Object cmdlet, see http:// 
tinyurl.com/bd8cx8p. 

As well as piping the output of a 
cmdlet into a different cmdlet, you 
can also redirect it to a file on your 
hard disk using the redirect operator 
(a greater-than symbol): 


ht ¢C> 2612 Microsoft Corporation. 


IPS C:\Windows\system32> cd c:\scripts 
PS C:\scripts> dir 


Directory: C:\scripts 
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INTEGRATED SCRIPTING ENVIRONMENT 


Once you start writing your own scripts, 
you'll probably want to move beyond 
Notepad and take advantage of the 
Integrated Scripting Environment (ISE) 
that’s included with PowerShell. This 
features a tabbed code editor with 
automatic syntax colouring to help you 
easily follow the flow of a script. It also 
offers a powerful autocomplete feature, 
which shows valid keywords as you type. 
If you’ve ever used Visual Studio, you'll be 
right at home. 

The ISE also lets you set breakpoints in 
your code, where execution will be paused 
automatically. A real-time PowerShell 
command prompt is available, too, so while 
execution is paused you can check the 
values of your variables, and even change 


To make the output more pleasing 
to read, you might choose to convert 
the list of processes to HTML before 
saving it, using PowerShell's handy 
built-in ConvertTo-HTML cmdlet as 
follows: 


Ss .HTML 


You could also use the ConvertTo- 
CSV cmdlet to produce a file ready 
to be imported into a spreadsheet 
application for analysis. 

It should be clear by now that 
PowerShell is a powerful toolbox, 
and we can’t cover all the different 
cmdlets available in these pages. 
However, you'll find a good online 
overview of the command-line shell 
and scripting language at http:// 
tinyurl.com/yfscgkx. 

You can also query PowerShell 
directly for a list of available 
commands and functions by typing 
Get-Command. 


All rights reserved. 


The ISE helps write and debug scripts 


them, to help with debugging. 

For more information on the capabilities 
of the PowerShell ISE, see 
http://tinyurl.com/a3kfog3. 


CREATING SCRIPTS 
Sometimes, a single PowerShell 
cmdlet - or a few of them chained 
together - will do everything you 
need. However, using scripts allows 
you to build up more complex 
operations in a way that's easier to 
understand, maintain and debug. 
Fundamentally, a PowerShell 
script is like a batch file - a text 
file specifying, in order, a series of 
cmdlets you want to run. However, 
writing and running a handcrafted 
script involves jumping through a 
few hoops. To see this in action, 
open Notepad, type in one of the 
instruction lines shown above and 
save it with the extension .ps1 (for 


Sometimes, a single 

PowerShell cmdlet — ora 

few chained together — 
will do all you need 


PowerShell). You've now created your 
first PowerShell script, and you'll see 
the file is created with a PowerShell 
icon; double-clicking, however, causes 
it to reopen in Notepad. To run it, you 
must invoke it manually from within 
PowerShell by typing its name. 

Try it and you'll find this doesn’t 
immediately work, either: you'll 
see an error message saying the 
script “cannot be loaded because 
the execution of scripts is disabled 


“<The basic on this system”. This is a default 
Length: Namie PowerShell PowerShell setting, applied to ensure 
command line 


1671272612 
10/12/2012 
10/12/2612 


15:68 
15:48 
15:48 


IPS C:\scripts> _ 


—SanpleScript .psi 
84 TestScripti.ps1 
186 TestScript2.psi 


looks similar to the 
familiar command 
prompt and can 
be used in similar 
ways, but offers 
far more depth 
and flexibility 


you don't accidentally run a malicious 
or inappropriate script, as this could 
have a catastrophic effect on your 
system. 

The simplest way around this is to 
disable scripting restrictions - but you 
should do this only if you fully trust 
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z 
Mlindows PowerShell 


Copyright <C> 2612 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 


PS C:\Windouws\system32> Set—ExecutionPolicy Unrestricted 


Execution Policy Change 
The execution policy helps protect you from scripts that you do not trust. 
Changing the execution policy might expose you to the security risks described 
in the about_Execution_Policies help topic at 
http://go-microsoft.con/fwlink/?LinkID=135178. Do you want to change the 
lexecution policy? 
[YJ] Yes IN 


¥ 
1 No [S$] Suspend 


PS C:\Windows\systen32> _ 


the script you're running. Remember 
to switch it back again once you've 
finished; otherwise, you're leaving 
your computer with a large security 
hole. The command to disable script 
restrictions is Set-ExecutionPolicy 
Unrestricted - and, not surprisingly, 
the command to switch it back again 
is Set-ExecutionPolicy Restricted. 
If you want to find out which 
execution policy is currently applied 
ona particular machine, the Get- 
ExecutionPolicy cmdlet will tell you. 
A good compromise is to set 
the execution policy to allow 
scripts you've written yourself 
torun without restriction, while 
requiring all others to be signed by 
a trusted publisher. The command 
to set this level of security is Set- 
ExecutionPolicy RemoteSigned. A 
higher level of security that requires 
all scripts to be signed - even if you've 
created them yourself - is “AllSigned”. 


FILE PATHS 

With your execution policy set, 

your script is now able to run - but 
you might still encounter problems 
trying to launch it, thanks to the 
way PowerShell handles file paths. 
Let's imagine your script is in a folder 


[?] Help default is “¥"D= y 


called “C:\Scripts”. In PowerShell you 
can navigate to this folder using 

the command “cd C:\Scripts"; but 

if you then try to run your script 

by typing its filename, you'll see 

an error message saying the name 
isn't recognised. This is because 
PowerShell doesn't automatically look 
in the current directory for scripts. To 
run this script file, we need to type 
"C:\Scripts\TestScript.ps1” - or, more 
simply, “.\TestScript.ps1", 

It's vital to fully understand how 
PowerShell handles paths, because 
otherwise you might run into a nasty 
“gotcha”. If you don't specify the full 
path of a script, PowerShell won't 
search the current folder, but it will 
search all the folders in the system's 
PATH environment variable. This 
could lead to it running a completely 
different script to the one you 
expect. Therefore, it's a good idea to 
use unique names for your scripts. 
You can check your PATH by typing 
Senv:path at the PowerShell prompt 
(in PowerShell, entering the name of 
a variable returns its contents), This 
shows you all the folders in a list, 
separated by semicolons. To get itina 
more readable format, you can access 
the .Split method that PowerShell 


LAUNCHING SCRIPTS WITH THE MOUSE 


As we’ve mentioned, double-clicking on a Beeil. 
PowerShell script will simply open it in an ons 
editor. If you want to launch a script with 
the mouse, the easiest approach is to create 
an Explorer shortcut to PowerShell itself 
and specify the name of your script as an 
argument. For example, you might write: 


‘renanToos Apekcaven Teck 


T+ Computer + Lecet Oak (C:) + senete 


2 PePro-Samplaserst ps! 


“Changing system 
settings requires 
administrator 
permissions, so 
you'll need to 
run PowerShell 
itself as an 
administrator 


The -noexit switch isn’t necessary but 
it can be useful. It tells the PowerShell 
window to stay open after the script 
finishes executing, so the user can see 
any messages generated. Otherwise, 
if something goes wrong, the window 
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 Asimple shortcut can launch your script 


may immediately close, giving you no 
opportunity to see what’s gone awry and 
diagnose the problem. 


automatically builds into user 
variables: typing Senv:path.Split(:”) 
will show the same list, but witha 
line break in place of every semicolon. 
A final warning: PowerShell 
doesn't like spaces in folder names or 
filenames. If possible, it's best to avoid 
using spaces altogether; if you have 
no choice, the way to run a script 
with spaces in its name is to enclose 
the full path in quotation marks and 
explicitly specify the call operator (an 
ampersand) at the start of the line: 


PASSING VALUES 
BETWEEN SCRIPTS 

As your scripts become more 
capable, you may find that dividing 
the workload between multiple 
scripts makes for easier testing and 
coding. However, this means passing 
variables from one script to another, 
and here you'll hit another problem: 
variables in PowerShell scripts hold 
their values only while the script is 
running. To demonstrate this, let's 
write a script with only one line in it 
assigning a value to a variable; the 
line looks like: 


If we save this script with aname 
of PCTATest.ps1 we can run it by 


typing: 


Once this script has run, we can 
test the value of the variable by 
simply typing its name (as we did 
with the PATH variable above). When 
we type Sc, instead of seeing 42 we 
get a null response. 

What's needed is a way to make 
the value persist, and luckily, this is 
extremely easy thanks to a technique 
called “dot-sourcing”: 


By simply placing a dot before the 
script name, we specify that we want 
to run the script with global scope. 
This means its variables are available 
to the PowerShell prompt, and to 
other scripts started from it. Now 
when we type Sc, the expected value 
of 42 is returned, and this value will 
persist until the machine is rebooted 
(or until the value of the variable is 
changed, or cleared with the Remove- 
Variable cmdlet), 


WHAT POWERSHELL CAN DO FOR YOU 


CHECK USER PERMISSIONS 

Let’s take a look at a few examples of what 
PowerShell can do. We'll start with a simple 
script that examines the permissions of a 
specified Active Directory user: 


PowerShell is built on the .Net framework 
and, as you can see, it allows direct access 
to .Net classes, methods and properties. 
This particular script makes use of a .Net 
class called DirectorySearcher that’s used to 
find information within an Active Directory 
system. Having created a DirectorySearcher 
object in line 3, we then set its Filter 
property to detail the specific results we 
want it to find. The FindOne() method in 
line 5 is an efficient way to extract a single 
result, since it returns only the first entry 
found by the searcher: there’s no point 


To perform 
advanced tasks, 
you'll need the 
Active Directory 
Administration 
module 


looking further, as we know two users can’t 
have the same name. 

Finally, we use the GetDirectoryEntry() 
method of our returned result to access the 
directory entry of the identified user, then 
use the MemberOf method to see which 
groups it’s a member of. As mentioned in 
the main text, specifying a value in this 
way causes it to be output to the console 
(unless you redirect it elsewhere, of course). 
To learn more about what you can do with 


DirectorySearcher objects, visit http://tinyurl. 


com/b9pcn38. 

To perform more advanced tasks, you'll 
need the Active Directory Administration 
module for PowerShell to be installed on 
the machine running the script, as well 
as having Active Directory Web Services 
installed on at least one domain controller. 

As an example of what this lets us 
do, let’s look at a script that lists all the 
accounts in an Active Directory that haven’t 
logged in for - let’s say - the past 90 days. 
This is a handy way to identify suspected 
derelict accounts, and you could easily 


extend the script to automatically remove 
such accounts - but be wary, since this 
might cause offence! 

For this script, you’ll need to install the 
free Quest Active Directory PowerShell 
commands from http://tinyurl.com/Sotmff. 
Once this is installed, you can take 
advantage of the crndlets it provides by 
using the Add-PSSnapin cmdlet in the first 
line of your script: 


Lines 2 and 3 set up the variables 
that we'll use to define our query: we take 
today’s date, then set the number of days 
of inactivity for which we want to check. 

In the third line, we set up a location for 
a file to contain the results. We could of 
course output what we find to the screen 
or store it in a variable, but in this case 
we’ve chosen to write it out to a file for 
future examination. 

The last line is the query: it may look 
daunting, but if you notice where the pipe 
symbols are, you can see that it performs 
a series of simple tasks in turn. First it 
makes use of the Quest Get-QADComputer 
cmdlet to retrieve all objects in the 
domain. The returned data is piped 
through the Where-Object cmdlet, as 
discussed in the main text, to extract 
those objects whose LastLogonTimeStamp 
property is more than SNumberDays ago 
(the .Days property tells us how many 
days are represented by the difference 
between the two dates). 

The Select-Object cmdlet then extracts 
the name and last logon details from each 
object, ignoring the rest of its properties (so 
we aren’t swamped with data); finally the 
Sort-Object cmdlet sorts the data into a 
convenient order before writing it to a CSV 
file for analysis. If you use the parameters 
specified above, you'll need to make sure 
the folder “C:\Temp” exists - otherwise an 
error will be returned. 

PowerShell can provide information about 
machines as well as users - as long as the 
machine that you are investigating has 


POWERSHELL gle) 'fge) | 


RPC installed. 


pr 


The first line of this script specifies the 
name of the machine that will be queried 
- as you can see, this is used repeatedly in 
the rest of the script as a parameter. If you 
want to query the local machine, you can 
replace this name with a full stop. 

The lines with “#”*80 simply write 80 
hashes on a new line, to help break up the 
output. Much of this script is concerned 
with printing headers to help the user 
make sense of the information produced; 
the actual querying is all performed 
using the Get-WmiObject cmdlet, which 
takes a parameter describing which 
part of the machine’s properties you 
wish to examine. For example, the first 
occurrence returns several local settings, 
including the computer name and several 
variables. Subsequent calls query the 
operating system version and details about 
the installed hardware. 
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BROUGHT TO YOU BY 


SYSTEM BUILDER: 
Benchmarking with 3DMark 


JOHN GILLOOLY LOOKS AT THE LATEST 


RELEASE OF THE CLASSIC GRAPHICAL TEST SUITE 


enchmarking is, at heart, an 
= attempt to make standardised 
judgements about different 

hardware configurations. The 
usefulness of the results comes down 
to a variety of factors, influenced by 
the benchmarks themselves, including 
testing how hardware is set up and the 
variables introduced during testing. 

At PC & Tech Authority we adopt 
a pretty rigid set of benchmarks, 
designed to allow us to compare 
products over the course of months 
and years. This is a process that has 
become easier over time, as the PC 
has evolved from a platform delivering 
exponential performance increases 
at the rate of Moore's Law, to one 
where silicon advancements go largely 
towards quality of life improvements. 

Our standard testing suite comprises 
our real world benchmarks, a heavily 
scripted sequence of actual programs 
working on actual data. This not only 
replicates the kind of workloads that 
we subject our PCs to, but does it in 
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but operating system versions. These 
tests run exactly the same on both 
Windows 7 and Windows 8 hardware, 
which makes the all-important process 
of comparison robust and repeatable. 
For gaming we are constantly 
on the lookout for new tests, but 
we tend to fall back on the same 
Crysis benchmark that we have 
been running for several years. The 
original CryEngine, being a PC-focused 
technology, is still remarkably 
competitive, and is capable of straining 
systems just as much as it did when 
the game was first released. The 
results we get are not only consistent, 
but deliver a solid evaluation of just 
how well aPC will run games, 
The big issue with purely relying 
on Crysis is that it uses the older 
DirectX 9 API. While its successor, 
DirectX 10, made little impact, 
DirectX 11 is now the norm, and with 
he announcement of new console 
hardware will be the target platform 
for some time to come. With this in 
mind, DirectX 11 benchmarking is 


132366 20 | | 


growing in importance, and while 
we plan on testing out Crysis 3's ‘PC 
melting’ capabilities in this regard, we 
are looking closely at incorporating 
3DMark into our test suite as well. 
3DMark is the latest offering from 
Futuremark, and is intended to be a 
much broader benchmark than the 
company’s previous offerings. It has 
recently been released for Windows 
PCs, but in the coming months we will 
see versions emerge for Windows RT, 
iOS and Android. 

One of the issues with modern 
benchmarks is that they are largely 
restricted by operating system. You'll 
notice in our smartphone testing that 
the single strategy used for our PC 
benchmarking just doesn't exist. We 
have standardised a lot of the tests, 
but the reality is that there is no 
single benchmark that can show us 
the differing graphical performance 
between a Samsung Galaxy $3 and an 
iPhone 5, for example. 

This is where 3DMark comes in. 
Not only does the new version of 
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3DMARK TESTS 


ICE STORM 
Designed as the cross platform test, Ice Storm 
is an OpenGL-based benchmark that will 
eventually run on Android, iOS and Windows 
mobile devices alongside the current PC 
based implementation. It comprises two 
graphics and one physics test, and features 

a complex scene designed to stress mobile 
hardware in a big way. It is more graphically 
intensive than most mobile games, but this is 
a deliberate strategy to create a benchmark 
with legs, one that will remain relevant over 
the next few generations of mobile devices. 


this benchmarking tool feature high- 
end DirectX 11 focused gaming tests 
for PCs, but it contains a lower-end 
benchmark called Ice Storm that is 
designed to run across all the major 
software platforms. In theory this 


“One of the issues with 


modern benchmarks is that 


they restricted by OS. ” 


will mean that for the first time direct 
comparisons of gaming performance 
between Windows tablets, Android 
phones and tablets, and iDevices will 
be possible, adding another string to 
the testing bow. 


LEARNING TO 

LOVE SYNTHETICS 
Historically, one of the major issues 
with using 3DMark has been its 
synthetic nature. There are two major 
kinds of benchmarks: Application and 
Synthetic. Application benchmarks 

are those that we mainly use for 

our testing - ones that use actual 
programs to produce results. Synthetic 
benchmarks, on the other hand, exist 
only as testing tools, which means that 
they can often differ from real world 
performance. 


CLOUD GATE 

With the push towards mobility driving 
PC hardware development, integrated 
GPUs are both more important and more 
powerful than they have ever been. Not 
only this, but mobile GPUs are becoming 
more and more common, both in laptops 
and All-In-One PC designs. The Cloud Gate 
test is designed to stress this commodity 
hardware, using a DirectX 10 level of 
graphical complexity and focused upon 
mainstream PC offerings. 
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FIRE STRIKE 

3DMark has always been known as something 
that tries to predict future trends, and pushes 
even the highest-end PCs beyond their limits. 
This is where the Fire Strike test comes in. It is 
the full DirectX 11 component of 3DMark, and is 
designed to push single-GPU setups to the limit. 
Tt also comes with an Extreme version (not 
available in the free 3DMark) that is designed to 
stress multi-GPU setups. This is one test that is 
not going to be turning up on other platforms, 
if only because it needs the latest and greatest 


PC hardware in order to shine. 


There are many in the testing 
community that dismiss Synthetic 
benchmarks as being unrealistic. 
However that doesn’t make them 
useless - rather it means that they 
need to be employed in conjunction 
with real world tests. The results from 
a benchmark like 3DMark only have 
meaning when compared to other 
3DMark results, as opposed to our 
Crysis test, where a result of 30fps 
means that the test system would 
be capable of delivering that average 
framerate in-game, 

Synthetic benchmarks, therefore, 
are measurements of relative power 
between systems. This is where they 
come into their own, allowing for much 
greater granularity when testing, and 
often showing us the strengths and 
weaknesses of hardware through the 
results. They allow us to drill down, 
and see just where bottlenecks lie, 
which is nigh-on impossible when 
using an Application benchmark. 

With this in mind, we are going to be 
introducing testing with 3DMark over 
the coming months, using it when we 
want to get a more complete picture 
of performance and eventually to 
add extra comparisons to our cross- 
platform evaluations. If you want to 
get an idea of what 3DMark entails, 


we have included the free version on 
the coverdisc this month, and it is also 
available now on Steam. 

This free version spits out a basic 
3DMark score at the end of the tests. 
We use a more advanced version of 
3DMark, the not-for-mere-mortals 
professional version, which not only 
costs a touch under a grand, but gives 
us deeper results, and the ability to 
drill down into test performance. One 
of the more interesting additions 
this time around has been realtime 
graphing of framerates, temperatures 
and power draw over the course of a 
benchmark run. This shows just how 
consistent performance is, and how 
hard the benchmark is taxing the card. 
In isolation it is a curiosity, but once 
we Start comparing these results we 
get a much better picture of what is 
going on. 

We'll be debuting our 3DMark 
testing next issue with Nvidia's new 
monster card, the GeForce GTX Titan 
(which unfortunately was sitting in 
the cargo hold of a plane somewhere 
over the South China Sea when we 
went to print with this issue). For now 
at least it is worth firing up the free 
version and getting a look at just what 
we'll be adding to our benchmarking 
Suite in the coming months. 


What the critics say: 


The Thermaltake Toughpower XT 875W offers a 
great combination of features, aesthetics, quality, 
versatility, and performance. If you'rea person that 


appreciates quality design and construction, then 
the Toughpower XT 875W will not disappoint you. 
— Pure Overclock 


14cm fan for better cooling PSU status monitor Cable management 
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Home office DIY: making 
cheap IKEA server rack 


SPEND ABOUT $60 PLUS SOME LIQUID NAILS AND YOU GET A 3-SHELF 
UNIT AND A MUCH NEATER OFFICE, WRITES ANTHONY CARUANA. 


ike many small businesses, my 
H office IT has grown organically, 
ithout much of a plan. 

Over the last couple of years I've added 
asmall server, a NAS, a couple of network 
switches, VoIP phone, security cameras 
and other bits and pieces. 

The trouble is that my office now had 
Ethernet cables and devices all over the 
place. Something needed to change. 

I started looking at small server 
cabinets but the prices were in excess 
of what I was prepared to spend, with 
even used cabinets on eBay selling for 
over $200. Given that none of my gear is 


two units. All told, that took about 30 
minutes. 

Once that was done, I needed to find 
a way to secure the table on to the table 
with castors. With a little more skill, I'd 
probably have drilled the legs of the 
table and top of the table with castors 
and used dowels to put them together. 
Instead, I decided on a simple method 
using some Liquid Nails to secure each 
leg of the regular table to the castor table. 

I put a dab of Liquid Nails in each 
comer of the bottom unit, sat the table 
on them and clamped the lot together. 
Remember to use some blocks when 


~ Keeping your home 


In order to keep everything neat, I've 
used cable ties and used my labeller to 
tag every cable so I know what it's for. 
This makes life easy, because if Ineed 
to move something, I know how to 
reconnect it. 

All told, the project cost about $63, 
including a tube of Liquid Nails. It took 
longer to undo the tangle of cables and 
parts I previously had than it did to put it 
all together. 

There's more free home office DIY 
at www.bit.com.au 


office organised is 
as simple as picking 
the right furniture 


designed for rack mounting, I'd need to clamping so that you don't damage the 
buy some shelves and thencome up with _ table surface. 


some cable management gear as well. 
After some searching around, I found 
a few interesting solutions created using 
cabinets and other furniture from Ikea. 
Having looked through the Ikea 
website I found my solution: The Lack 
Side Table and Lack Side Table with 
castors were the two pieces I needed. 
The total cost - $59.98. The coffee 
table contributed just $9.99 of that. | 
chose these two units as they are the 
same size - 50cm by 50cm - so they’d 
stack neatly. 
The first step was to assemble the 


The adhesive needed 24 hours to set so 
[had to wait till the next day to keep going. 

All of the devices in my rack are 
connected toa single Uninterruptible 
Power Supply (UPS). This makes the 
cabinet quite portable. As long as I can get 
an Ethernet cable and power to it, can 
place it just about anywhere in my office. 

I put the UPS at the bottom of the unit. 
Eventually, I'll cobble together a simple 
door to cover the front, as that's where all 
of the power supplies and excess power 
cabling are. I'll keep the back open for 
ventilation. 
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Offshoring? Lessons Bob 
and his cat videos taught us 


OUTSOURCING ISN’T JUST FOR BIG BUSINESS, AS ONE 
MAN AND HIS LOVE OF CAT VIDEOS HAS TAUGHT US... 


hen I started Uni in 
2006, Outsourcing and 
Offshoring were buzz 


words that everyone was trying to 
unravel. What did they mean for us 
in Australia? How could they affect 
my career prospects as a first year 
uni student? Was my degree going 
to get me ‘off-shored’? Now they 
seem to be not only well understood 
and used extensively by many large 
companies in Australia, but it seems 
that people are starting to push the 
boundaries. 

Recently in America it was 
discovered that a person named 
“Bob" had taken outsourcing and 
offshoring that one step further 
and outsourced his day job to China 
so he could watch YouTube videos 
of cats. Most people are concerned 
that their job may be sent offshore, 
but Bob decided to remove the risk 
of the company doing it to him and 
did it himself. This meant he was 
still getting paid his normal wage 
(reportedly a six figure salary), but 
was paying someone else in China 20 


per cent to actually do his job for him. 


Apparently the quality of Bob's 
‘work’ was considered excellent by 
his employers for some time and the 
fact that “Bob” worked for a cross- 
listed globally successful leading 
North American Telecommunications 
company makes this story all the 
more astonishing. 

Is this clever, or just dangerous? 

Bob's story demonstrates not 
only how easy it is for someone to 
outsource their own job, but the 
simplicity of tasks that are in 
contrast kept in-house. For IT 
Professionals these actions 
raise questions about what 
security and governance is 
in place to control how much 
access a third party has to our 
company network. If one person 
can set up a VPN to China, what 
sort of change control or security 
testing did he go through in order to 
put this through? What would have 
happened if he was being scammed 
and the company in China then had 
a direct link into a company network 
where they could get all kinds of 


inside information? 

A major challenge for companies 
who do offshore is around quality. 
Offshoring can challenge quality 
due to potential language barriers 
and the time taken to work through 
requirements and change, with no 
guarantee that you will get what 
you ask for. ‘Made in China’ versus 
‘Made in Germany’, for example, still 
has considerable branding impacts 
for consumers around quality. As 
the media have also recently noted, 
many organisations and economies 
are recognising that offshoring can 
also erode domestic skills and that if 
they are not careful, when global 
wage parity improves to the 

point where quality becomes 

a price point consideration as 

opposed to cheap labour, the 

domestic skills may not exist to 
re-shore offshored industries. 
America is struggling with this 
phenomenon today. 
Bob's entrepreneurialism also 
: raises a number of not only legal 
: FIONATEAKLE —: questions but ethical ones. It's clear 
: is Director of the ACS : that Bob was not concerned with 
: Young IT Board. You : the impact his actions may have had 
: cancontactherat : onothers. By taking the action to 
: fionateakle@ : offshore his job he put not only his 
: acsmail.net.au ! job but his company at risk, and that 
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of his fellow workers, customers 
and shareholders. One of the key 
requirements of being a Professional 
is that you keep up to date with 

the latest developments within 
your profession. On this account 
Bob attracted the praise of some 
commentators, who suggested Bob 
be promoted for his resourcefulness. 
But another facet of calling yourself 
a professional is that you believe 

in and follow a professional code 

of conduct - working ethically and 
honestly, On this account Bob failed, 
big time. 

While there are many challenges 
faced with outsourcing, there are 
also advantages to it. You can have 
your company work around the 
clock 24/7 which can allow dramatic 
reduction in timelines from concept 
to production. This can also allow 
for constant changes to be made 
without having to wait for the 
next day. 

Outsourcing potentially opens 
doors. People are always looking 
for ways to engage with experts in 
amore efficient and effective way. 
This can then allow the business to 
focus on its core work rather than 
the supporting aspects. Reducing 
costs in the support areas can 
also allow the focus and increased 
capacity to spend on other parts of 
the business. 

Outsourcing also provides an 
opportunity to reduce or distribute 
risk. A period of high staff turnover 
can lead to a loss of intellectual 
property, which can be maintained 
via an outsourced company. As 
experts in an area, they are able 
to provide advice and direction on 
constant change in technology, for 
example, to ensure the business 
remains on top of the field and 
competitive. 

As amember of Professions 
Australia I can say the ACS, which is 
governed by the Code of Professional 
Conduct, ensures that members, staff 
and volunteers - whether they are 
outsourced or not - act in an ethical 
and professional manner. This is not 
something that can be extended 
readily into other countries. = 
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STROKE IT AND CALL 
IT A GOOD BATTERY 


| The battery in my old big 


uneeurannite 


laptop (Dell Inspiron 9300) 
is weird. It's the original 
battery the laptop came with so 
you'd expect it to be dead by now, 
and it normally only gives about 
five minutes of run time. But if I 
remove the battery with the laptop 
running from the mains adapter, 
and let the battery sit for a few 
minutes, then put it back in, I geta 
whole 15 or 20 minutes of run time. 
This is actually enough for me, 

since I use the laptop as ahome 
computer and only need the 
battery to ride out brief blackouts 
or be able to take the laptop when 
Igo to the bathroom. I realise I'm 
going to have to lever open the 
wallet and buy a proper new one 
pretty soon, but why does sitting 
the battery ona table do any good 
at all? 

Marcus Bainton 


Chemical batteries of all 
O sorts, from AA alkalines to 

car batteries, will normally 
“bounce back” while unloaded. Draw 
alot of current out of a battery and 
its terminal voltage and current 
delivery capacity will fall; stop 
drawing current and the battery's 
specs will start to drift back up 
toward the nominal values again. 

Also, the chemical reactions in 


TM 


DAN RUTTER BRINGS THE ANSWERS TO YOUR 
QUESTIONS LIKE NO-ONE ELSE CAN 


batteries work better when the 
battery is warm. The extreme case is 
using batteries, especially ones with 
water-based electrolyte, in sub-zero 
temperatures; Alpine photographers 
keep spare batteries in their inside 
pockets. If your remote control or 
torch or nose-hair clipper isn’t quite 
working and you don't have any new 
batteries, removing the batteries 
and warming them in your hands 
will help. 

Neither of these cases probably 
applies to you, though. Your battery 
shouldn't be supplying the laptop 
with power when the mains adapter 
is plugged in, and the laptop's 
charging circuit probably isn't doing 
anything weird that the battery 
appreciates a rest from, either. And 
removing a battery from a laptop 
will, if anything, cool the battery 
down, 

So what I'd bet on is that your old 
laptop and old battery just have a bit 
of corrosion on the copper contacts 
on the battery and in the battery 
bay. Remove and replace the battery 
and you rub a bit of oxide off the 
copper, giving less contact resistance 
and a little more oomph. To clean the 
contacts properly, try a pen eraser or 
similar mild abrasive. 

(For everyday cylindrical 
batteries, you can clean the contacts 
alittle by just spinning the batteries 
in their compartment.) 


Swap it all around, and remember, a 
rubber mallet eases installation! 
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_ They could have 


a Beowulf cluster 
in there, for all we 
know 


THEM! THEEEEM! 

My uncle and aunt went away 
| for a big two month holiday, 

and when they came back their 
PC didn't work any more. All they 
knew was that it made “a really 
strange noise”, and they gave it to 
me to fix. 

On startup the hard drive DID 
make a strange noise, then the 
computer failed to POST witha 
drive error, sol opened it up. 

ANTS. EVERYWHERE. 

I don't really DO insects, which 
makes life difficult here in 
Queensland. So I, | believe it's called 
“noped”, right out of there and 
my girlfriend who is much braver 
than me pulled the computer apart 
and opened the hard drive with 
a hex key and reported that the 
drive itself had ants, or termites or 
whatever, INIT. 

(I'm very sorry that neither of us 
took a picture before throwing all 
the infested stuff in a vat of Alien 
blood.) 

The computer actually came 
good again with a lot of cleaning 
and a new hard drive, and now that 
I've stopped screaming I come to 
my actual question: 

How did ants get INSIDE A HARD 
DISK?! Aren't those things meant to 
be hermetically sealed? 

Seth Gartner 


Hard drives aren't actually 
O sealed. This is mainly so 

that changes in atmospheric 
pressure, and the substantial change 
in internal air temperature between 
when the drive's off and when it's 
running, don't squeeze or expand the 
casing. 


Instead, drives have a small vent 
somewhere, with a dense filter in 
it. The “flying height” of a modern 
hard drive's read/write head over 
the platter is only about three 
nanometres, which means even a 
particle of smoke can be big enough 
to wedge between platter and head 
and cause damage. In normal use, 
the filter keeps the air inside a drive 
as pure as the air in the clean-room 
where the drive was assembled. 

Those filters aren't particularly 
durable, though, and I think they're 
all made of cellulose acetate. So 
I could see ants or, especially, 
termites, chewing through the filter 
just because they think it's edible, 
and/or because they want to extend 
their colony into the drive. 

(I've heard it said that hard drives 
are not only sealed, but evacuated 
inside, to eliminate air friction. This 
is completely wrong, and impossible. 
Drive heads need an air cushion to 
allow them to float over the platters, 
and will crash and die if the air 
pressure is too low; problems start 
to arise above a pressure altitude of 
about 2500 metres. This is one of the 
considerations involved in making 


Perhaps the mouse 
pointer’s just bored 
of always looking 
the same 


INPUT OUTPUT 


computers work in space: dansdata. 
com/spacecomp.htm.) 
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I've got a ThinkPad T60, with 

both a TrackPoint joystick and 

a touchpad for controlling the 
cursor, and one or both of them 
seems to be defective. Sometimes 
but not always the cursor quivers 
around randomly, and left-clicks 
without me telling it to. 

This is very frustrating. I've 

tried disabling each of the built 
in pointing devices, or both of 
them and using a USB mouse, and 
the jiggling and clicking keeps 
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happening. Even in (Windows 7) 
safe mode! 
Help! 


CaraG. 


Cara and I corresponded over 

this for a couple of days, until 

we reached the breakthrough 
that Cara’s odd cursor behaviour 
only happened in the living room, 
bathroom and kitchen. All of which 
were close to a particular cupboard, 
which contained... a wireless 
keyboard, with random junk piled 
onit. 

That cheap “multimedia keyboard” 
that Cara had forgotten about had 
its own tiny trackball and mouse 
buttons, and a teeny tiny USB 
receiver that Cara forgot was even 
plugged into the ThinkPad. With the 
receiver removed, the problem was 
solved. 

I naturally instructed Cara to 
keep that keyboard and its stealth 
receiver handy, for whenever 
someone appeared to deserve a 
computer-poltergeist experience. 
With a USB-header breakout cable, 
you could even install the receiver 
inside a PC... 
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Coping with HTML5 
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video nasties 


MARK NEWTON HAS A PLAY WITH THE HTMLS5 <VIDEO> 
TAG TO SEE WHETHER IT LIVES UP TO ALL THE HYPE 
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redesigning a couple of websites, 

which is a good time to think 
about new technologies that could 
be employed to improve the user 
experience, as well as future- 
proofing the design against any 
new requirements from those 
users and the devices that they're 
likely to employ to access the site. 
New features or technologies are 
constantly arriving in the world 
of web development. Many are 
accompanied by glowing reports 
of how much easier this particular 
technology will make your job, making 
you wonder how you ever managed 
without them. A striking example was 
the HTMLS <video> tag, for which 
various blogs were brimming with 
praise and excitement - so much so, 
that I was actually looking forward 
to working with this addition to the 
HTML specification. 

The idea behind this tag is that it 
enables your browser to handle the 
playback of video without support 
from plugins. In the past, Flash would 
have been used for this task, but the 
rapidly increasing adoption of devices 
such as the iPad, which doesn't support 
Flash, means that it's no longer a 
sensible option. However, it's been 
most convincingly argued on some 
websites that you ought to continue 
to employ Flash by default to display 
video, since many browsers still have 
the Flash plugin installed, in addition 
to supporting HTMLS. Your pages, 
according to this argument, should 
test for Flash support - and only 
if this is negative should you “fall 
back” to using the <video> tag. 

The rationale for doing this is 
that it would reduce the number 
of users who suffer browser 
differences caused by the video 
player object.Such differencesdepend : 
on which version of the browser is being 
used and which operating system it's 
running on, and may involve problems 
such as losing the ability to switch to 
viewing a video full-screen. You can 
get around some of them by employing 
aJavaScript-based video player object 
such as JW Player - from http://tinyurl. 
com/adtkfme, not free for commercial 


i 'm currently engaged in 


: MARK NEWTON 
: MDof the internet 
: company ECats 

: Ltd (Electronic 


: specialising in 
: internet-based 
: solutions. 


websites - or something such as the 
jQuery jPlayer (www, jplayer.org), 
whichis free. The advantage of these 
players is that they exhibit exactly the 
same facilities across all browsers: for 
example, the “view full-screen” switch, 
and if you need to write code to drive 
the video player - to show a progress 
bar, for instance - then having a single 
object model to write for rather than a 
different one in each browser makes for 
aslightly easier life. 

Another case where the <video> tag 
may be handled inconsistently lies in 
the way each browser deals with the 
initial loading of a video. Video files are 
often very large, and to avoid a long wait 
for the user the browser should start 
streaming content before the whole 
file has finished loading. Safari, Chrome 
and Opera all download the entire 
video after a “page load” command and 


~ Videos play a large 
part in explaining 
the Babyglow 
product 


automatically buffer it, but while both 

Opera and Chrome will start playing 

the video almost immediately, Safari 

will load more of the file before 
playback can begin. Firefox doesn't 
download the entire video unless 
the “autobuffer” attribute is set 
on the <video> tag. Such small 
differences in the way each 

browser handles video are enough 

F _ togive you premature grey hairs. (A 

: JavaScript video player may minimise 

these problems now, but could introduce 

: compatibility problems with future 

: browsers.) If you really want your web 
pages to take full advantage of advances 

n each browser's built-in video player 

: object then youre likely better off just 

: using the HTMLS <video> tag, and if the 

; browser doesn't support it, then have 

: your code fail gracefully back to Flash. 
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This may seem so obvious that it’s 
hardly worth devoting a column to, 
but recent experience with my client's 
website at www.babyglow.uk.com 
convinced me that it would be worth 
sharing. This client required several 
videos on the site to help explain how 
its unique product works, and had 
previously been using Flash to provide 
them. However, the company started 
receiving complaints from iOS users who 
said they couldn't view the videos, so 
something had to be done. 

Initially, it tried building a YouTube 
channel, putting up all its videos and 
then employing iframes to display 
them within the company’s web pages. 
There were two main disadvantages 
to this solution. One was that, having 
watched the company’s videos, users 
would often “wander off” to watch 
other people's videos as suggested by 
the linked videos that are automatically 
placed at the end of every YouTube 
clip. The other problem was one of 
aesthetics. My client's videos were 
ina variety of aspect ratios, but the 
YouTube player can only display in 
16:9 format - or with a little coding, 

6:4 - which left unsightly black borders 
around some of the videos. At one 
meeting about the future of my client's 
website, a casual remark was dropped 
to the effect that “you should use 
HTMLS” - and my battle began. 


MAKING FREE 
WITH FREEMAKE 
A lot of work still needs to be done 
o make the <video> tag fit for such 
real-world jobs. At present, the various 
browsers each support only one of three 
different video formats. Plus, you'll still 
need the Flash format for pre-eHTMLS 
browsers, So you'll need to create and 
upload three files for each video, plus a 
Flash version. Creating all of these files 
is achore, especially after you discover 
that many of the available video-editing 
tools don't support all four formats. 
However, | discovered a useful 
Windows tool called Freemake 
Video Converter (http://tinyurl. 
com/3alw3yc), which you load with 
all the videos you need converted and 
then just hit its HTMLS button. You'll 
be presented with various profiles that 


define the quality and size of the final 
results. If you expect users to view 

videos full-screen, opt for at least 640 
x 480, although the higher resolution 


ae ae files eee ae times. To take full 

ike most things in web design, this is 

a compromise only you can judge. Once advantage 

you've selected a profile, three files in of each 

the Stade, ee Se cae i browser's 

each supplied video, and then you clic yas 

again on the SWF button to generate the built In 

Flash versions. On my main PC, with 12 video 

cores and 16GB of RAM, generation of player, use 

ee a ee 
<video> 


a good idea to create a “poster” image 
for each video that will be displayed 
while the video is loading - it's usual for 
this image to be a frame taken from the 
video. The easiest way | found to create 
such images is to pause the video, then 
use a screen-grabber to capture the 
frame. Once you have five files (three 
HTMLS, one Flash and one poster) for 
each video, put them all onto your web 
page with the HTML command: 


~ Javascript players 
are one alternative 
to flash, but have 
their own issues 
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Now I could display all the client's 
videos, but there was still the matter 
of those ugly black borders, and the 
answer was to crop the videos to 
remove them. A little searching found 
auseful tool, VidCrop (www.geovid. 
com/vidcrop), which costs only $42. It 
supports only a few video formats, and 
may crash when trying to load other 
formats, but it easily accomplishes what 
many other video-editing tools seem to 
make a meal of. You may need to convert 
your videos’ formats before applying 
this tool, but by now you should be 
getting used to video manipulation. 
Once you've done all this for a website 
that employs numerous videos - 
several times over to correct minor 
flaws at the client's request - you'll 
probably experience an overwhelming 
nostalgia for the good old days of Flash 
everywhere! 

Still, there's no doubt that HTMLS's 
<video> tag is the future of displaying 
video on web pages, since it will exploit 
all the power available in the hardware 
on which it's being viewed. The number 
of different video formats required is 
annoying, but each has its own benefits 
in terms of either licensing or file size. 

Talking about size, it was interesting 
to examine the size variations of the 
videos I generated and how they 
differed between formats. 

To fully support all the major current 
browsers as well as older versions, 
there's no getting around the fact that 
you'll need four versions of every video 
you wish to host. While it might look 
as if WebM and OGV cover the same 
ground, they both offer varying degrees 
of support for different versions of 
Firefox, Chrome and Opera, so it's best 
to offer both alternatives if you want to 
cover all bases. 

There's one more problem that you 
may experience. Sometimes videos will 
play fine when youre testing them 
locally, but once uploaded to the web 
server they no longer work. This is 
because the web server hasn't been 
configured to know what to do with 
these file extensions; you need to 
configure the MIME types on the server. 
How you do this will vary between 
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web servers and hosting providers - for 
example, if you're using Apache and 
have access to the httpd.conf file, you 
simply add the following three lines: 


A TRICK WITH NUMBERS 
The other day, we needed to write a 
web application that an administrator 
could use to produce a series of several 
thousand unique numbers to store in 

a database. The reason was so that 
holographic serial number labels could 
be printed, each with a unique ID, that 
would be attached to a certain product. 
Then a purchaser of the product could 
enter this ID to a website to confirm 
the originality of the product and make 
sure it wasn't a fake; when this was 
done, the number would be marked as 
registered and couldn't be reused. With 
more fake products in circulation, some 
almost indistinguishable from the real 
thing, more manufacturers are turning 
to such systems to reassure customers 
they have a genuine product, and also 
to alert the manufacturer to any copies 
being produced. 

With this requirement defined, we 
discovered from the client that it might 
need to generate up to a quarter of a 
million such numbers at any one time; 
at first sight, this didn’t seem to present 
a problem, but we soon realised that 
the length of time required to execute 
a server-side web script to generate 
along series might exceed the web 
server's time-out period. So, not only 
would the user be presented with an 
unresponsive page, but that page would 
probably throw up an error once the 
script timed out. 

Looking online for suggestions, 
we came up with ideas that mostly 
involved using SQL to call a command- 
line script that ran in the background. 
However, this would have meant 
changing the security settings on the 
web server to allow an ASP service to 
run OS commands, leaving a security 
hole large enough to accommodate the 
Titanic sideways. What was needed 
was a fast-running SOL script that 
could be used to produce any number 
of records, and I must admit I was 
stumped by this, since the technique 
I tried didn't have the performance 
required. My SQL query looked 
something like the following: 
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This example would produce three 
records, each with “uk” in the country 
field; the unique ID would be created in 
another field that had a default value 
of GUID. However, it becomes clumsy 
when you want to add a lot of records, 
and its performance wasn't great. 
Perhaps, surprisingly, it did generate up 
to 10,000 records - but we were aiming 
for 250,000... 

About the same time I was working 
on this problem, a very good friend, 

Dr Harvey Fox, who I've mentioned 

in past columns, was spending the 
weekend with us. Harvey lives and 
breathes databases, and is always up for 
achallenge, so when we were talking 
about our current work projects, he 
mentioned that he'd already come across 
this unique ID problem in his work on 
alarge commerce system he wrote. On 

a regular basis, he needed to generate 


icra -=*1 100,000 records. To make full use of 
ee “555! this technique to generate our codes, 
alia cecilia aad me OE instead of multiple tables, we used 
I Aras asc tnna eg RE Dye only one and employed aliases for the 
=e others, so we created a small table 
Oe oo rien tee wee ve with ten records anda single field 
peg 1 Be soak te sid called “num” into which we stored 
eee ey ee oe ae the numbers 0-9. A query such as 
i oes hee eis aetna wees: exes Dive the following would then output the 
record set with 100,000 records in it: 
hae ee ee ren eS Axe || 


table of 10 x 20, or 200, records. Usually, 
this isn’t what you want to achieve and 
it often triggers a major “Doh!” moment 
as the database engine grinds to a halt, 
but for our problem, it could be put to 
good use. 

To show you how, let's say you have 
five tables each containing ten records. 


a fixed number of records into a SQL 
database, and his solution was elegant 
and fast. 

The technique he used was based on 
“cross joins”, which arise when you have 
a couple of database tables and forget 
to specify the join. Every record in the 
first table is joined to every record in 
the second one, so if the first table had 
ten records and the second table had 
20, you'd end with an enlarged output 


Then use a cross join such as: 


This will give you a result that 
contains 10 x10x10x10x10or 


_ Easy video cropping, 
if alittle buggy, with 
VidCrop 


Obviously, the number of records 
generated can be expanded or reduced 
to whatever number that you require. 
As with any query that adds a large 
number of records to a table, switch off 
any indexing before you start, as this 
will speed up the insertion operation 
considerably; when the inserting 
is finished, you can switch on the 
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| eliminating wasteful electricity drains. 
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off power to unused devices when your electronics are turned off or asleep, 
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A tale of 
two hitmen 


uncnaeranssoivrnzieaninnaniaeeae 


DAVEY WINDER TAKES A SHOT AT A PARTICULARLY 
NASTY EMAIL SCAM AND ADVISES HOW TO ARM 
AGAINST THE GROWING THREAT OF RANSOMWARE 


that, in the past, I've entertained 

fantasies about being a paid 
assassin. Fortunately, these were 
only in relation to the video game 
Hitman rather than in real life. 
However, it appears that some people 
need to play out the hitman theme 
in an entirely more worrying way, 
which brings me to the first of two 
hitman tales this month: the fake 
hitman scam. 

I first heard about this particular bit 
of “black-email” at least six years ago, 
maybe longer, but I'd never seen a live 
one until now. You probably expect 
email scams demanding money to 
be based on fictitious foreign lottery 
wins that require an admin fee to 
print the cheque, or those ridiculous 
Nigerian 419 advanced-fee frauds 
(named after a section of the Nigerian 
criminal code that covers the practice) 
that request a few hundred dollars 
to release untold millions into your 
bank account on behalf of a former 
government minister. But the hitman 
thing is far from funny, and you 
could forgive someone of a nervous 
or vulnerable disposition for falling 
victim to it. 

The scam works like this: a 
conman, posing as an assassin who's 
been hired to kill you, suddenly feels 
sorry for you and says he's prepared 
to accept his fee from you, instead of 
whoever hired him, and call it quits. 
Forget the logic that says this would 
put him in rather a lot of danger from 
his employer for no additional reward 
- all email scams disregard logic or 
they'd never work at all. 

As witha chain letter or other 
email scam, the best approach is to 
simply ignore such nonsense, rather 
than indicate even a modicum of 
interest in what has been sent. But, 
because I was in a belligerent mood 
when I received mine, | replied with 
some fruity language, inviting the 
idiot to take his best shot. Perhaps 
my ire was stoked by the meagre 
value he put on my life, a feeble 
$5,000... 

Here's what the latest incarnation 
of the hitman scam looks like: 


: ‘ll put my hands up and admit 


SUBJECT: READ THIS FOR 
YOUR OWN GOOD... 

“This is the only way I could contact 
you for now, I want you to be very 
careful about this and keep this 
secret with you until I make out 
space for us to see. You have no need 
of knowing who! am or where! am 
from. I know this may sound very 
surprising to you but it's the situation. 
Ihave been paid some ransom in 
advance to terminate you with some 
reasons listed to me by my employer. 
It's someone I believe you calla 


friend, I have followed you closely for My ire was 

a while now and have seen that you 

are innocent of the accusations he stoked by 

levelled against you. the meagre 
“Do not contact the police or try to value the 

send a copy of this to them, because 1 ee 

if you do, I will know, and I might be assassin 

pushed to do what I have been paid to put on my 

do. Besides, this is the 1st time I turn life, a feeble 

out to be a betrayer in my job. I took $5 000 


pity on you, that is why I have made 
up my mind to help you if you are 
willing to help yourself. 

“Now listen, I will arrange for 
us to see face to face, but before 
that, I need $5,000. I will come to 
your home or you determine where 
you wish we meet; I repeat, do not 
arrange for the cops and if you play 
hard to get, it will be extended to 
your family. Do not set any camera to 
cover us or set up any tape to record 
our conversation, my employer is 
in my control now. Payment details 
will be provided for you to make a 
part payment of $2,500 first, which 
will serve as guarantee that you are 
ready to co-operate, then I will post a 
copy of the video tape that contains 
his request for me to terminate you 
which will be enough evidence for 
you to take any legal action against 
him before he employs another 
person for the job. You will pay the 
balance of $2,500 once you receive 
the tape. 

“Warning; do not contact the police, 
make sure you stay indoors once it 
is 7.30pm until this whole thing is 
sorted out, if you neglect any of these 
warnings, you will have yourself to 
blame. You do not have much time, so 
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get back to me immediately. 

“Note: I will advise you keep this to 
yourself alone, not even a friend or a 
family member should know about it 
because it could be one of them. So if 
you are interested, i await your reply 
ASAP so ican tell you how you will 
make the payment.” 


A TALE OF 

TWO HITMEN, PART 2 

Not all scammers are content to adopt 
a “spray and pray” strategy to get 
their victims to pay up. The cost of 
distributing a million hitman scam 
emails is relatively small, but then so 
is the likely hook rate for responses, 
and only a further tiny percentage of 
those are ever going to end up with 
a successful payoff. Therefore, many 
scammers turn to more persuasive 
methods of parting victims from 
their cash. And what could be more 
persuasive than holding your data 

to ransom? 

The ransomware threat has grown 
over the years as criminals seek 
ways to monetise their malware 
endeavours. Symantec reckons it's 
a crime that turns over more than 
$4.5 million a year, and the evidence 
suggests it has spread far from its 
original eastern European base 
(where it was concentrated until 
fairly recently). Indeed, to the best 
of my knowledge, there are now 
approaching 20 different ransomware 
malware families, each with many 
variants and all active out in the wild. 

Ransomware scams are common 
around the globe, all following a 
similar template but with localised 
content. In Australia they mostly 
masquerade as coming from the 
Australian Federal Police, but they 
could easily adopt the persona of 
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State Police, or even use the all too 
common FBI warning version. 

It isn't all good news for the 
bad guys, though: in the run 
up to Christmas, the UK based 
Police Central e-crime Unit (PCeU) 
announced the arrest of three people 
involved in the ransomware business 
in the UK. 

In this case, it seems the criminals 
were using a splash page featuring 
Metropolitan Police and PCeU logos 
that claims the authorities are 
monitoring your online activity 
and have detected offences being 
committed. As a result, your computer 
is put in a locked-down state until 
you pay the “ransom” - in this case a 
£100 fine. 

Of course, the implementation 
of such ransomware attacks varies 
considerably, but they all have similar 
roots and exit points: malware or 
malicious links to infect, and monies 
to be paid in order for locked data to 
be released, 

Actually, it isn't quite as simple 
as paying the ransom and getting 
your data back, for several reasons. 
First, remember you're dealing 
with criminals - why should they 
care about your data? They only 
care about your money and have 
no incentive to unlock your PC 
after you've paid up. Second, these 
criminals will be keen to maximise 
their profit from every victim, so if 
you pay by credit card or provide your 
bank details they can commit further 
fraud using this information, or sell 
it on to other scammers. In addition, 
the “unlock” file they tell you to 
download may infect your PC with 
yet more malware. 

A ransomware attack is a lose-lose 
scenario for the victim (unless, that 
is, you have a hitman to hand). It's far 
better to avoid being infected in the 
first place, which means employing 
the usual kinds of common sense and 
security software. Better, too, to 
have all your data backed up, so 
you can restore it without paying 
any ransom, or a nice clean disk 
image to drop back into place. Of 
course, not everyone is so well 
prepared for disaster, and the 
folk who are most at risk are the 
ones who are least likely to keep 
backups. So what can be done if 
your computer is infected and you're 
not prepared to pay up? 

One big problem following a 
ransomware attack is that unlocking 
your data isn't easy. It can be done, 
most often by re-booting the 
computer to run a Linux environment 
from which the rogue files can be 


You might not fall 
for this ransomware 
scam, but sadly not 
everyone is a PC&TA 
reader... 


After a ransomware 
infection, 
HitmanPro.Kickstart 
is a useful tool to 
have in your anti- 
malware armoury 
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pornography, zoophilia a 


video fi 
pornog terrorist moti 


your comput 


This computer lock is aimed to stop your illegal activity. 


You have 72 hours to pay the fine, ott 


HitmanPro. kickstart 1.8 


USB Boot Options: 


2s containing pornography, child 
Your computer also contains 


2 also sent from 


se you will be arrested 


(c) 2612 SurfRight 


1 Bypass Master Boot Record [default] 


2 Regular boot (when bypass did not work) 


Please enter your choice: _ 


identified and deleted. But this 
isn't straightforward nor always 
successful, since it’s often difficult to 
uncover the files without the “live” 
ransomed Windows environment 
running to provide forensic clues. 
This is where the hitman comes in, 
or more precisely, the HitmanPro. 
Kickstart functionality that’s been 
added to the latest version of an anti- 
malware “second opinion” file scanner 
called HitmanPro. 
HitmanPro.Kickstart enables the 
victim of a ransomware attack to 
create a bootable USB flash drive with 
which to reboot the infected machine 
and recover from the lockdown by 
clearing up infection without further 
manual interaction. It looks good, so 
you might want to make a note of the 
download site (www.surfright.com/ 
kickstart) should you - or one of your 
friends or family - become a victim. 


LOOKING BACK, 
LOOKING FORWARDS... 
The usual roundups of 2012 
statistics and 2013 predictions 
have plopped into my inbox, so 
I've read them all and filtered 
them down to only those I find 


: interesting and relevant enough to 
: repeat to you. 


Kaspersky Labs reports that more 


: than 1.5 billion web-based attacks 

: were blocked during 2012, 1.7 times 
: more than the total for 2011, and an 
! average of more than four million 

: browser-based attacks were blocked 
: every day by Kaspersky alone. It 


also blocked more than three billion 
local infections on the computers 

of Kaspersky users in 2012, 
representing a staggering 2.7 million 
unique and individual modifications 
of malware and applications 
attempting to launch. 

The final “looking back” statistic 
worth noting from Kaspersky is that 
99% of all mobile malware detected 
by Kaspersky Labs was designed for 
Android - a total of 35,000 malicious 
apps, which is six times higher than 
the previous year. Bitdefender goes 
so far as to suggest that aggressive 
adware is “plaguing” Android, with 
users across the UK among the most 
likely to have money stolen as a 
result. It found that both malware 
and adware reports jumped by 292% 
in the second half of 2012; just two 
trojans - Android. Trojan.SMSSend 
and Android.Trojan.Fakelnst - 
accounted for 67% of all the reported 
global malware on the platform 
during that time. 

Meanwhile, ESET predicts that the 
trend is for malware code propagation 
via the web to continue to increase, 
while such code propagation by 
means of removable storage devices 
will continue to fall. By “web 
propagation”, ESET means the use 
of compromised third-party web 
servers that host the threats, servers 
to which victims are driven via link- 
clicking campaigns. 

The reason this method of 
malware distribution and execution is 
becoming so popular is obvious if you 
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think about it: PCs are increasingly 
better protected, with ever-higher 
detection and clean-up rates courtesy 
of improved defences locally and in 


SERRE in Pa 

rly defended and easily : 
exploitable web servers, the bad all mobile 
guys can reduce their risk profile malware 
sii eee et soi Se detected by 
information gleaned from malware, 

which may otherwise be lost if a PC Kaspersky 
scan cleans up the infection. ESET in 2012 was 
also predicts arelated rise in botnet designed 
activity, performed by the likes of for Android 


the Dorkbot worm, which quickly 
turns compromised computers 
into zombies. 

Perhaps the most interesting of 
the 2013 trends to watch out for 
comes courtesy of data governance 
specialist Varonis. It’s predicting the 
year of salami, or rather the year 


IN-DEPTH COMPUTING 


AFP 


Australian Federal Police 


Attention! 
1p: a ep 
Location: AU Australia tiaeseeten 
Your PC ts blocked due to at least one of the reasons specified below. 
You have been violating «Copyright and Related Rights Law» (Video, Music, Software) 


and filegalty using or distributing copyrighted content, thus infringing Article 128 of the 
Criminal Code of Austratia. 


Article 128 of the Criminal Code provides for a fine of 2 to 5 hundred minimal wages or a 
deprivation of liberty for 2 to B years. 


‘You have been viewing or distributing prohibited Pornographic content (Child 
Porn/Zoophilia and etc). Thus violating article 202 of the Criminal Code of Australia. 


Article 202 of the Criminal Code provides for a deprivation of liberty for 4 to 12 years. 
Illegal access to computer data has been initiated from your PC, or you have been... 


Article 208 of the Criminal Code provides for a fine of up to AUD $100,000 and/or a 
deprivation of liberty for 4 to 9 years. 


Illegal access has been initiated from your PC without your knowledge or consent, your PC 
may be infected by matware, thus you are violating the law On Neglectful Use of Personal 
Computer. Article 210 of the Criminal Code provides for a fine of AUD $2,000 to AUD 
$8,000. 


Spam distribution or other unlawful advertising has been effected from your PC as a 
profit-seeking activity or without your knowledge, your PC may be infected by matware. 
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Pay Ukash 


Where I can buy Ukash? 


You can get Ukash from hundreds of thousands of 
global locations, online, from wallets, from kiosks 
and ATMs, 


of the “salami attack”. I hadn't come 
across this term before; the closest 
thing I could think of was an “onion 
network”, but it turns out this has 
nothing to do with it. According to 
Varonis, a salami attack is “a bit like a 
sandwich" in that it's “pieced together 
one ingredient at a time”, which 
actually starts to make a lot of sense 
when it comes to InfoSec exploits. 
There's a whole world of 
information available online about 
companies and the people who work 
for them, thanks in no small part to 
the explosion of social networking at 
all levels. Once you start piecing this 
information together, the picture that 
can be built up can be pretty accurate 
- and helpful to a would-be attacker. 
Think in terms of personal data 
about an employee, such as who 
they are, where they work, their date 
of birth, the schools their kids go 
to, their hobbies, their employment 
history and so on. Since this data 
tends to be spread across many 
different websites and networks, 
it isn't considered risky to collect it. 
After all, who would have the time 
to piece it all together, to paint the 
picture and use it to launch a targeted 
spear-phishing attack? Yep, you've 
got it now. 


- Varonis says 2013 


Australia. 


hours. 


~ Most of the 
common ransomware 
in Australia pretends 


case you pay the fine to the State. 


Article 212 of the Criminal Code provides for a fine of up to AUD $250,000 and a 
deprivation of liberty of up to 6 years. In case this activity has been effected without 
your knowledge, you fall under the abovementioned article 210 of the Criminal Code of 


Your personality and address are currently being identified, a criminal case is going to be 
initiated against you under one or more articles specified above within the next 72 


Pursuant to the amendment to the Criminal Code of Australia of August 28, 2012, this 
law infringement (if it is not repeated - first time) may be considered as conditional in 


Fines may only be paid within 72 hours after the infringement. As soon as 72 hours 


Prepaid4.me - Get Ukash 
have an online bank account 
from one of these banks you can get 2 Ukash 
voucher in values from AUD $100: Savings Loans, 
Qantas Staff Credit Union, BankWest, BankSA, 
Suncorp Bank, Bendigo Bank, CUA, Bank of 
Queensland, Westpac, NAB, Commonwealth Bank, 
StGeorge Bank. 
1, Go to Prepaid4.me 
2. Choose the value of Ukash AUD $100. 
3. Pay using Poli. 
4, See the 19-digit Ukash PIN instantly. 


oy epay - Get Ukash wherever you see 
tha anruslin Yaisnnnnat lsc fenm | 


to be an AFP warning. 


WHO DO YOU TRUST? 

One of the weird anomalies of online 
life is that most of us seem to throw 
anything and everything about 

our personal lives onto the social 
networks, yet - if the latest research 
from the makers of the RoboForm 
password manager is to be believed 

- the majority also don’t trust those 
networks with that information. Just 
look at one of the headline findings 
from its report: Facebook was rated 
the least trustworthy website by 
57% of those asked, which highlights 
a worrying disconnect between what 
we think and what we do online. 

I've written many an article for 
PC&TA that details how you can best 
secure your Facebook account, in 
terms of both malicious app activity 
and general privacy, but if you really 
don’t trust Facebook (or any social 
network, for that matter) with your 
data, you need to ask yourself, “Why 
am | posting here at all?” 

The same disconnect is revealed 
if you look at who users believe 
should take responsibility for 
securing personal data online: 55% 
of the over-45s think it's their own 
responsibility, while 58% of the 
under-45s think it’s down to the 
online business itself. 

The truth is, as should be obvious, 
it's a joint responsibility. We have to 
look after security from our end and 
ensure that as many risks as possible 


will be the year of 
the salami attack, 
constructed one 
ingredient at a time 
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are removed from the equation - 
which means strong passwords, 
sensible friending policies and 
awareness of malicious applications 
and hostile links - while the site itself 
needs to be open about what it does 
with your data and how it protects it. 
The report also revealed that 29% 
of those questioned had reported a 
breach of their social media account, 
yet 79% of those same people 
continued to use the site afterwards. 
This seems to suggest they blame 
themselves, not the social network, 
for the breach. However you interpret 
these results, one thing is for certain: 
we should strive to do better on both 
sides of the online fence in 2013. 


JAVA 


According to Kaspersky Labs 
research, the most popular and 
vulnerable application to be 
targeted by the bad guys during 
2012 was Oracle’s Java. This should 
come as no surprise to PC&TA 
readers, although the fact Java 


accounted for a truly incredible 
50% of all detected exploit- 
based attacks during the year 
might. Second on Kaspersky Labs’ 
“most -guilty” list was, equally 
unsurprising in my view, Adobe 
Reader, with a 28% share of 

all incidents. 
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ach issue, we aim > This month we’re offering Ashampo HDD Control, a 
to provide all PC > perfect tool for monitoring your hard drives and keeping 


: : them working at tip-top performance. 
& Tech Authority : aie 


readers with a full suite 
of simple yet important 
applications, along with 
a variety of extended 
trials and full programs 
that are both useful and 
interesting. 

This month, we’re 
featuring HDD Control 
from Ashampoo. If you oe 
Want TO KEep YOUPCNIVES = UE cg eeeetenemsemeceacmiaeee 
in top shape, this is a very : Rc Roetiaeeneiieoe 
handy application. 


On the games side... : Ashampoo HDD Control 2: How healthy is your hard drive? 
well, there are no games : 10 day trial ~ Free of charge after won't become the victim of a hardware 
h i h d : registration crash. 
t IS mont . | nstea ’ ; Link: www.ashampoo.com/products/0165 Now Ashampoo HDD Control 2 offers 
we've inc luded the latest : The hard see one of the ea a even more functions to check the status of 
jl : : components of your computer. Even if a your hard drive(s). 
version of grap h ICS : hard drive works flawlessly, it should still Use for example the S.M.A.R.T self- 
testing tool 3DMark. This : % regularly sin ie Gielen nee vie test or adjust the noise level and power 
‘ ; : way an imminent hard drive falture can be management of your hard drive(s) (if 
IS what we use Ina lot detected early and might be prevented. If supported). Furthermore you can restore 
of our testi ng, SO if YOU : ore major Sera eba - if ote accidentally deleted files and folders with 
» hard drive even completely fails, data loss Ashampoo HDD Control 2. Get to 
want to rate your system ° might be the result. know the all-rounder for monitoring, 
agai nst wh at YOU read, : Make sure you are prepared for sucha maintenance and defragmentation, and 
t’s es ntial : situation. Ashampoo HDD Control 2 can check the health status and performance 
| se . : notify you early so that your valuable data of your hard drive(s) today. 


That’s it for this month 
— as always, please 
send any feedback and 
suggestions to 
dvd@pctechauthority 
.com.au 

We'd love to hear any 
suggestions you have for 
improving our DVD. 


114 April 2013: www.ocandtechauthority.com.au 


- Constant monitoring of your 
hard drive(s) (also for multi-user 
systems) 

- Extended user interface with 
extensive hints and information 

on health, performance and 

| temperature of the hard drive(s) 

| - Significantly extended support for 

external USB hard drives and solid 

| state drives (SSDs) 

- Support of S.M.A.R.T self-test (if 
supported by the hard drive) 

- Adjustment of the noise level and 
power management of your hard 
drive(s) (if supported by the hard 
drive) 

- Data recovery — recovering deleted 
files and folders 

- Fully automatic, “proactive” 
defragmentation of the hard drive(s) 

- Online retrieval of achieved 
benchmark results of your hard drive 
model(s) 


This software's trial period is for ten 
days, and you can get the full version 
for free after registering. It’s easy! 
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4 3DMark 


“The new 3DMark includes everything you need to benchmark your hardware. With three 
all-new tests you can bench everything from smartphones and tablets, to notebooks 

and home PCs, to the latest high-end, multi-GPU gaming desktops. And it’s not just for 
Windows. With 3DMark you can compare your scores with Android and iOS devices too. It’s 
the most powerful and flexible 3DMark we've ever created. 


- An all new version of the world’s most popular benchmark. 

- Includes three stunning tests for DirectX 9, DirectX 10 and DirectX 11 hardware. 
- Designed for the full range of hardware from smartphones to high-end PCs. 

» Compare your 3DMark scores with other Windows, Android and iOS devices. 
Included on our DVD is the Basic Edition 


(; INSTRUCTIONS: Open Windows Explorer, navigate to your DVD drive and double-click | 


Index.html in the root directory. DISC PROBLEMS: To replace faulty DVDs, please send the 


e discs to: PC&Tech Authority DVD Replacements, R50 Victoria St, McMahon's Point NSW 2060 


Make sure to include your name and postal address on the back of the package so that we know where to send the replacements. For all other DVD related 
issues email cd@pcauthority.com.au. As the delivery platform only, PC&7A and Haymarket Media cannot and will not provide support for any of the 
software or data contained on these discs. Although all discs are virus scanned, Haymarket Media cannot accept any responsibility for any loss, damage § 
or disruption to your data or computer system that may occur while using the discs, the programs or the data on them. There are no explicit or implied 


/) warranties for any of the software products on the discs. Use of these discs is strictly at your own risk. 
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What’s to like in Office 2013? 


MICROSOFT SAYS IT’S THE “MOST AMBITIOUS RELEASE” YET. SIMON JONES HAS 
SAID WHAT’S WRONG WITH IT IN PREVIOUS COLUMNS, NOW HERE’S WHAT’S GOOD... 
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and Excel all allow you to present 

your documents online to 
others, either via Lync if you have 
Lync Server or Office 365, or via 
Microsoft's free Office Presentation 
Service (Word and PowerPoint only). 
This enables you to talk someone 
through a document remotely - 
optionally allowing them to take a 
copy - without sending the whole 
document by email, which can be 
useful when discussing a finished 
or draft document. You can't edit 
the document while presenting it, 
but you can pause the presentation, 
make a change and then resume 
presenting. If you need a more 
collaborative experience then 
you can save your document to 
SharePoint or SkyDrive and invite 
the parties at the other end to edit it 
with you. 


: n Office 2013, Word, PowerPoint 


WORD LIKES 

Images in Word show a new Layout 
Options tag that enables you to 
quickly set word-wrapping and 
anchoring options without having to 
switch to the Picture Tools | Format 
tab on the ribbon. In Word and 
PowerPoint, there are new magnetic 
alignment guides for images: when 
you move and resize an image on 

a page or Slide, it will display dotted 
lines whenever it approaches 
various boundaries, such as the page 
margins, the centre of the page or 
other objects, and the image will 
then snap to this guideline, which 
makes lining up images far easier 
than guessing or having to turn on 

a background grid or marking. If 
you hold down the Alt key, the 
image you're dragging will not 
snap to the guidelines, which 
allows you to drag it accurately 
close to the guidelines before 
releasing Alt. On the other 
hand, holding down the Shift 
key while dragging increases 
the alacrity with which the image 
snaps to the guidelines. 

Word's read mode has been 
improved with new options to 
view comments and the navigator, 
and the ability to zoominon 
illustrations such as embedded 
charts. While you're reviewing a 
document you can type comments, 
and other people can reply to such 


SIMON JONES : know the password can accept or 
: An independent : reject changes, or turn off Tracked 
: Changes. 
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pictures, charts, and Smartrt graphics change to match your new theme. When you apply styles, your 
headings change to match the new theme. 


Save time in Word with new buttons that show up where you need them. To change the way a picture 
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© Quick Analysis has a lot of grey text, but everything is clickable 
except the help text at the bottom 


acomment, simply by clicking on 
it - their reply is then kept inline 
with the original comment, so that 
they never become separated and 
you can always see the order of 
the replies. You can also mark a 
comment or reply as “Done” once 
you've read or actioned it, which 
fades it to a light grey colour 
and shrinks it to a single line 
(this preserves the history of 
the document much better 
than deleting the comment). 
Also good for preserving the 
history of a document is the new 
: ability to lock on Tracked Changes 
: with a password - all changes are 
: then tracked and only people who 


: When you insert a chart in Excel, 
: either from Insert | Charts or the 
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Quick Analysis tag that pops up next 
to the selected range, you'll now see 
a live preview of your data in the 
selected chart type as you hover 
over the different types of chart. 
This enables you to pick the right 
chart type for your data without 
having to select one and then change 
your mind. Getting it right first time 
may save you only a few seconds 
each time, but it encourages you to 
experiment. 

Formatting a chart is now easier, 
with tags next to the chart and 
the new Formatting task pane for 
controlling all the options, rather 
than the modeless dialog that was 
employed in Excel 2007 and 2010. 
One thing that you have to remember 
when using the Formatting task 
pane and the Quick Analysis tag 
is that they're effectively tabbed 
dialogs and that all their text and 
icons can be clicked on, even if they 
don't look like buttons. The current 
tab is shown in green and other 
tabs you can click are grey. Yes, I 
do know that greyed-out text is 
usually reserved for indicating that 
something is disabled, or possibly 
an explanatory comment, but here 
virtually everything can be clicked. 


OUTLOOK LIKES 

Outlook 2013's Inline Reply feature 
works well, but it has limitations. 
Typing a reply to an email open in 
the reading pane happens inside 

the reading pane, showing a new 
Compose Tools | Message tab on the 
ribbon of the most-used commands. 
This helps to reduce the proliferation 
of windows in Outlook, but it doesn't 
go all the way - it doesn’t work 

with Quick Steps, which always 

pop up another window, and the 
tools available while composing an 
inline reply are limited. You can't, for 
instance, insert or format a table, 
picture or Smart Art. However, 

one nice touch is that the current 
message gets a Draft tag in the list 
and you can leave the message you're 
composing to look at information in 
another message and then return 
straight to your draft reply just by 
reselecting the message to which you 
were replying, We'll have to hope that 
Microsoft will extend the functions 
available while using Inline Replies in 
the next version, 


~ You can insert Visio 
diagrams and Excel 
workbooks into 
OneNote notebooks 


ONENOTE LIKES 

OneNote has been one of my 
favourite Office applications since it 
was first released with Office 2003. 
There aren't many new features 

in OneNote for Office 2013, but the 
ones I like are the addition of simpler 
table formatting and the ability to 
embed Excel and Visio documents. 
OneNote’s tables are easy to use: 
either insert a table of n rows by m 
columns, just as you'd do in Word 

- click Insert | Table, drag to the 

size you want and then click - or type 
your headings, pressing Tab between 
them, and press Enter at the end of 
the row. That defines the first row of 
cells, and you type the rest of your 
data, pressing Tab after each cell. 
Pressing Enter twice in the last cell 
notifies OneNote that you want to 
stop the table here. In OneNote 2013, 
you can apply shading to a range of 
cells, hide the cell borders, mark a row 
as a header row, and sort the dataina 
table (ignoring the header row), This 
removes the need to either manually 


sort data that was entered out of OneNote 
sequence, or else copy it into Word, 
sort it and copy it back, which was has been 
often the quickest and most accurate One ot my 
way of doing this previously. : 
Embedding Excel workbooks and favourite 
Visio drawings into OneNote pages Office 
gives you more flexibility than using applications 
OneNote’s simple table, maths and 5 : 
drawing features, and you can either since It 
embed an existing workbook or was first 
drawing, or start a new one. released 


POWERPOINT LIKES 

In PowerPoint, you can now add 
audio that will play continuously 
across all the slides in your 
presentation, which is useful for a 
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gathering or interval presentation. 
A gathering presentation is one 
that you keep onscreen while 
your audience is arriving, maybe 
giving brief details about the 
main presentation, or perhaps your 
firm's show reel of related topics, or 
just a set of teaser images to whet 
the audience's appetite. An interval 
presentation is one you'd show 
during a break as people come and 
go from the buffet, which may recap 
what's been said so far, hint at 
what's to come in the next section, 
or might be another corporate show 
reel, 

Setting up one of these automated 
presentation types is easy. First 
set all your slides to automatically 
advance to the next after a set 
period: on the Transitions tab, set 
the Timing to Advance Slide After 
and set the duration to a value such 


as ten seconds (00:10.00) and click 
Apply To All. (Don't include any 
“on-click” animations in your slides or 
they won't happen. Everything must 
be automatic.) Next, click Slide Show 
| Setup Slide Show and set the slide 
show to loop continuously until Esc 
is pressed. 

Now insert your audio on the 
first slide and in Audio Tools | 
Playback | Audio Styles, click Play 
in Background. The default settings 
will cause the audio to restart from 
the beginning every time the first 
slide in the presentation is shown, 
but if your slideshow isn’t the same 
length as the audio, you might need 
to change this so the audio is started 
manually with a click event - that 
way, the audio and the slides will loop 
independently of each other, 

Remember that you should make 
sure you have the appropriate rights 
to any audio content you're going 
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Presentation! - PowerPoint 
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AUDIO TOOLS 


to play in a public or commercial 
setting, and you'll also want to check 


PLAYBACK 


"< 

wo Eres | that your audio sounds alright 

on | onthe equipment you're going to 
Payin Background be using for the presentation. Most 


laptop speakers probably won't sound 
too great ina large room in front of 
tens of people, and there may be 
better speakers in the projector or 
conference room you're using, So 
make sure you have the right cables 
to connect to them, and that you 
know how to switch your sound 
output from internal to external 
speakers if necessary. 

Preparation is key here, as 
flailing about cluelessly in front of 
an expectant audience isn't a nice 
experience. 


Simon Jones 


~ Audio can play across many slides in 
PowerPoint 
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Dropbox for Teams: 


suitable for business? 


JON HONEYBALL |S SHOCKED AT THE LACK OF SECURITY IN DROPBOX’S 
PRODUCT, AND THINKS MICROSOFT’S INTUNE HAS FINALLY BECOME USEFUL 


TT 
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ropbox is one of those 
products that can get 
under your skin. Once you 


start using it in anger you'll find its 
combination of “just enough power” 
coupled with an “invisible in daily use” 
Ulis entirely compelling. It's one of 
those rare products that just works. 
But, of course, it isn't the only game 

in town: after all the recent work 

and improvements, there's much 

to like about Microsoft's SkyDrive 

too. Not only does it give you cross- 
platform clients and a decent amount 
of free storage, but the online web 
application story is very strong 

too. The same can be said, plus or 
minus a few bits, about Google Drive, 
depending on how much of your life is 
spent inside Google's world as opposed 
to Microsoft's. 

Dropbox doesn't try to offer any of 
these added gewgaws, concentrating 
instead on what it does well. It's had 
hiccups, and no-one can deny the 
punishing times it went through 
following a nasty security breach and 
several licensing snafus in the past. 
Some maintain that its lack of user- 
created encryption means it shouldn't 
be used for anything remotely 
confidential. I'd certainly prefer to be 
able to generate my own encryption 
keys and feed them into Dropbox's 
client to ensure end-to- 
end encryption. I'd be happier still 
if | could use the excellent 1Password 
to help me do this. Maybe one 
day. 

Having said all this positive 
stuff, I've just had a bumpy 
month with Dropbox. First, I 
ran out of disk space, not in 
the cloud but on the local SSD 
in my iMac. For reasons that 
must have made sense at the 
time, I purchased this iMac with 
only 256GB of SSD storage - after all, 
it has two 12TB external drive arrays 
connected via Thunderbolt, so there 
was no need to buy any more internal 
storage, I thought. How wrong I was. 

Getting Dropbox to act as the 
replication tool for 1Password is 
incredibly powerful, but it works on 
current versions of OS X only if your 


~ Alack of 
management tools 
makes it difficult to 
control sharing in 
Dropbox for Teams 


: JON HONEYBALL 


? Computer 


office automat 


: applications. 
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& Get Started Files 


Recent events in ‘Dropbox’ 


& Tobias Henry teft the shared folder 2011 04-10 001, 
@ Tou adcea tne tie ViDEON03 390. 

9B The computer noe7-HP was linked to your account 
@ in2011.04-10 001, You agaed tne file 1616 ,4431.UP6. 
gf th 2011-04-10 001, Tobias Henry eaited the file 


of Wh 2011-04-10 001, Tobias Henry eaited the tue 


oF br 2011-04-10 001, You edited the file IMG_ 4629.76. 


& Youjoinea the snared folder 2011-04-10 008 


ted you to the shared folder 2011-04-10 001" 


1Password is held in a folder on 

the local OS drive - and that means 
Dropbox's own storage has to be 

on the local OS drive too. Once you 
have 100GB or more of data in your 
Dropbox folder, this can become a real 
problem. 

I've managed to clean up some 
space on the boot SSD by moving my 
music, film and TV library onto one of 
those RAID arrays and turning off the 
feature in iTunes that says “Copy files 
to iTunes Media folder when adding 
to library”. That keeps all iTunes files 
away from my boot SSD, but even 
that wasn't enough. In desperation, 
I've had to give up using 1Password 
integration with Dropbox. 

Fortunately, I've already set up 

araft of 1Password secure logins 

for the sites I regularly use, so 

the rate of change in its store 

is now very low. This means 

it isn't too much of a chore to 
manually copy the file around the 
place - or rather to manually drop 


; itinto a Dropbox folder occasionally 

: and let it do the machine-to-machine 

: replication. I have asked the vendors 

: involved whether this feature will be 

: sorted out soon, but all I see is finger- 

: pointing between Dropbox, 1Password 
: and Apple (which doesn’t even seem 

: to want to reply). 


That's one glitch. Now for my 
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other problem. Dropbox has a Teams 
version of the product. Instead of 
providing the 200GB of storage I had 
in my original account, the Teams 
version comes with 1TB of storage 
and up to five accounts. You can 
migrate your existing users and they 
magically join the team, bringing all 
their data with them. Obviously, their 
data stays private unless they want 
to share it. 

Teams are controlled and managed 
via the Team button on the website. 
Here I can see the list of accounts, 
monitor how much storage each is 
consuming, and set up two-stage 
verification if necessary. 

A critical part of sharing ina 
business environment is controlling 
who shares what with whom. When I 
saw what had been implemented, my 
jaw dropped and bounced three times 
off the floor. Basically, there's very 
little difference between ordinary 
Dropbox and Dropbox for Teams as far 
as sharing goes. I'd hoped the Teams 
version would make it possible to lock 
down Dropbox to the whole team 
so that only team members could be 
added to a share, but no - you can 
share with anyone, regardless of 
whether they're in your team or not. 

I'd also hoped it would be possible 
to set different levels of permission 
ona share so that I could set up, say, a 


management group that is read/write 
and then have a sales force group 
that's read-only. But no. You can't 
create any such groups and you can't 
even set different levels of access for 
different members. The only options 
are to "Kick out” an existing member 
or to "Make owner”, which transfers 
your admin role to that user, That's 
the lot. I've looked high and low for 
anything resembling a grown-up set 
of team management controls and 
they simply aren't there. I've even 
waded through Dropbox's webinars 
about the Teams version. 

Worse still, l can't enforce a 
no-onward-sharing ban across my 
team. There is, however, a checkbox 
for “Allow members to invite others”, 
which could be catastrophic if I 
don't actively manage each team. I 
might one day find a bunch of people 
in there who! hadn't authorised 
but who had been invited by a team 
member. A team-wide administrative 
ban on onward sharing is surely a 
must-have requirement. 

Finally, the “Invite more people” box 
lets me type in anyone's name - even 
someone who isn't in the team or isn't 
on Dropbox. For example, I just invited 
one of my own email accounts to view 
a folder. I fired up a Windows 7 virtual 
machine that had no knowledge of 
me or Dropbox, went to a browser 
window and pasted in the URL 
from the received email invitation and, 


& 


Ijust can't 
understand 
how 
Dropbox 
can be so 
naive about 
its security 


a9 


bingo, | had a view of the files. 

I just can't understand how Dropbox 
can be so naive about the security of 
its implementation for business teams. 
Perhaps it believes that all its users 
are going to be sharing is pictures of 
fluffy kittens and gurgling babies, but 
Dropbox for Teams isn't a free-with- 
the-breakfast-cereal product - it costs 
$722 for five users with 1TB of space. 
This isn’t a home-user product, this is 
software at a serious SoHo and small- 
business price point. The lack of 
businesslike controls, ones thought 
through from a proper business user 
perspective, is more than alittle 
worrying. 

As for me, I'll keep using the 
product here because it fits our way of 
working so well and because | trust all 
of my team members: after all, each of 
them already has 24/7 access to the 
office and all its security doors, But 
I'd seriously question the wisdom of 
deploying Dropbox for Teams in any 
less managed or less trusting team 
environment. I'm sure there’s much 
that Dropbox can do to improve the 
product over time, but it has to show 
us a roadmap for such improvements 
and show it now. 

At least Dropbox gave me a good 
giggle, though. I've just started 
uploading a lot of data, and its status 
box currently says “Uploading 414,319 
files (724.4KB/sec, a long time left. 
Grab a Snickers)". 
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NAIM AUDIO MOVES 

TO MAC 

It's interesting how different vendors 
view their customers and the 
marketplaces through which they 

sell to them. Only this morning I read 
about a company that sells a cross- 
platform smartphone-based credit 
card scanning/authorisation system 
that has told its customers the product 
will no longer be compatible with 
Windows Phone, and that they should 
move to iOS or Android. Such news, 
although confined at present 

to this one case, isn’t going to be 
welcome at Microsoft. 

So! was interested to see that 
Naim Audio, one of the stars of the 
UK's high-end audio-engineering 
sector, has announced it is shortly to 
launch a Mac version of the playback 
control software for its streamer- and 
hard disk-based music players. You 
might not think this is particularly 
significant, since Naim isn't exactly 
Sony - it employs around 100 people 
in Salisbury. Historically, it's been 
a hardware engineering company 
that makes ultra-top-end amplifiers, 
speakers and other audio gear. It’s also 
quite well known for supplying the 
amplification and loudspeakers for 
Bentley cars. 

Moving into software development 
with its own in-house team was no 
small undertaking for the company, 
although it was absolutely necessary 
to support its new range of digital- 
and internet-orientated products. 
Now the market has told the firm 
it's also necessary to provide Mac 
functionality alongside its Windows 
and iOS applications. I'm told Naim 
is even thinking about doing Mac- 
based firmware updaters for its other 
hardware. 

In the grand scheme of things 
this may not be such a big deal, but 
watching this somewhat arcane 
platform diversify in response to 
market demands provides an 
interesting clue as to which way the 
wind is blowing. Further evidence of 
this trend is provided by the news that 
TomTom is now shipping a version of 
its navigation software for Android 
smartphones. Evidently, doing its own 
hardware is no longer enough: a year 
or So ago, it released an iOS version 
of its software and now it needs the 
extra market coverage of Android. The 
simple old days of “job done once it 
runs on Windows" are gone for ever. 


NEW MANAGEMENT 
TOOLS FROM MICROSOFT 
Talking of cross-platform matters, 

if there's one thing you can be sure 
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of it's that Microsoft makes - and 
will continue to make - excellent 
management tools, not only for its 
own OS platforms but for others 
too, including iOS and Android. What 
started life as an acquisition more 
than a decade ago has matured into 
an extremely strong set of tools 
and technologies aimed at keeping 
machines and their software under 
control. 

If ever there was anything that 
enabled me to believe, however briefly, 
that Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) 
might be made to work in business 
environments, that something was 
the work being done by the Microsoft 
server teams on management and 
configuration tools. These have now 
progressed way beyond the okay-but- 
not-really-good-enough tools that 
were bolted onto Exchange Server. 

Many customers have never 
really got into the Intune product 
family, maybe because they're wary 
of its cloud-based technologies 
or because they have the nagging 
feeling that management tools must 
be on-site, able to be fiddled with. 
That's understandable up to a point, 
but it really doesn’t wash in 2013, 
assuming you've made an appropriate 
and considered risk analysis for your 
business. 

The latest release of Intune has 
reached the heady count of version 
4, which as any fool knows is the one 
after which any Microsoft product 
finally becomes useful. For this release, 
it's enabled management of Windows 8 
devices (including Windows 8 phones) 
and RT tablets alongside iOS and 
Android devices. You can also integrate 
the Intune services with on-premises 
solutions such as Active Directory, 
System Center Configuration Manager 
and Exchange Server 2010. 

It's this blend of best-of-breed 
capabilities that enables Windows 
Server - along with its associated 
tools, both local and cloud-hosted - to 
remain relevant in 2013. It must have 
been very tempting to skid off the 
road and do something a little mad, 
but the server development teams 
have resisted the temptation and 
shown they're more than capable of 
steady incremental improvement and 
delivering on their promises. 

I know there's still a lot of Server 
2003 installed on customer sites, 
usually coupled to an IT management 
infrastructure that can seem rather 
like a rabbit in the headlights. It's also 
hard to argue against the mentality 
of “well it works well enough for us”. 
But with the inevitable infiltration 
of smartphones into most businesses, 
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Microsoft 
makes - 
and will 
continue 
to make - 
excellent 
manage- 
ment tools 
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~ Hopefully, one 
day | can use the 
excellent Password 
to generate 
encryption keys for 
Dropbox 


both authorised and “hidden in the 
pocket” BYOD ones, it really is time to 
push things forward and consider a 
move to the current releases of these 
management tools. Server 2003, lovely 
though it is, is now a decade old, but 

I certainly know | need to support a 
diverse and changing set of mobile 
devices and OS infrastructure demands 
tools that are up to the job. 


NOKIA 920 

UPGRADE OUTRAGE 

I really quite like the Nokia Lumia 920 
Windows 8 phone. It has a high-quality 
feel to its construction, the software is 
innovative and interesting (although 
far too restrictive for my liking) and it 
doesn't have the “mad professor” chaos 
of the Android platform. But | still 

can't believe the way that Microsoft, 
the mobile carriers and the hardware 
vendors are so determined to shoot 
themselves in the feet over software 
and firmware upgrades. 

There's a small upgrade out for 
Windows Phone 8, and I assumed 
I could apply the update to my 
Build conference Nokia 920 phone 
immediately. After all, these phones 
were given away at the premier 
Microsoft conference for developers, 
many of whom were keen enough to 
fly long distances just to get the best 
information on Windows Phone 8. 

So what do I read? The update for 
the unlocked hardware outside of 
North America (that is, not the two 
main locked USA/Canada suppliers) 
will take another couple of months to 
arrive. 

It's hard to express in printable 
words how angry this makes me. I 
accept that Apple has a comparatively 
easy job with regard to firmware 
upgrades, but it’s still notable that it 
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Nokia City Lens 


~ It simply isn't good enough for Microsoft not to 
provide universal upgrades for the 920 


manages to get out a new release on 
the same day for four generations of 
iPhone (3GS, 4, 4S and 5) that covers 
all the carriers worldwide. It simply 
isn't good enough to allow this sort 
of confusion and updating mess in 
2013. Microsoft promised it would 
be better than this and it’s failing to 
deliver. 

Whatever the merits of the Windows 
Phone 8 platform might be - and there 
are many - it won't matter if platform 
maintenance continues to be so badly 
served. I don't care whether the fault 
is Nokia's or Microsoft's (in my case 
there's no carrier involved), Get better 
at this or get out of the market. It's that 
simple. = 
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Do be sure to have a look 

at some of the great offers 
over the next few pages. 
And, pay special attention 
to our wonderful iPad app. If 
you have one, this is one of 
the best ways to enjoy our 
magazine! 
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Wess to the PC & Tech Authority marketplace, 
packed with hardware and software deals to suit 
any budget. From PC components through to peripherals 
and even fully-assembled power machines, we've got 
a wide variety of products featured in the next few pages. 
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‘CROMO® DisplayPort ( Cables 


Advanced, high quality cable with gold plated connectors 


Features cutting edge design to provide a high quality connection 
e Triple shielded, low attenuation cable provides supperb clarity 

e 24K gold plated connector pins for consistent signal transfer 
 DisplayPort 1.2 HD 2160p compatible 


¢ Full support for high definition video, multi-channel digital audio, DPCP and HDCP 


e Supports resolutions up to 3840 x 2160 
e DisplayPort compliance certified 


Get the maximum video performance from computers and monitors 
by using CROMO® DisplayPort Cables. Using high quality materials and 
stylish design, these cables add an elegant, sophisticated touch to any 
desk top. CROMO® DisplayPort cables support all features and 
resolutions including Full HD 1080p and for professional installations, 
resolutions up to 4k / 2160p. CROMO® Mini DisplayPort cables are 
suitable for connecting monitors to the DisplayPort Thunderbolt™ port 
on Macbooks and other Apple devices. 


CROMO® DisplayPort to 41550 | $29.95 
Mini DisplayPort Cable. 41551 | $34.95 
Male to Male 41552 | $39.95 
(Thunderbolt™ 3m | 41553 | $44.95 
compatible) 41554 | $54.95 


DisplayPort Adapters 
Connect a computer with a DisplayPort output 
to a DVI, HDMI or VGA monitor 


e Gold plated connectors 
for consistent 
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0.5m | 41530 | $34.95 
im | 41531 | $39.95 
ae 
CROMO® DisplayPort Cable, 41532 | $44.95 
Male to Male 
3m | 41533 | $49.95 
5m 41534 | $59.95 
41540 | $24.95 
CROMO® Mini DisplayPort 41541 | $29.95 
Cable, Male to Male ' 
(Thunderbolt™ 41542 | $34.95 
compatible) 41543 | $39.95 
5m | 41544 | $49.95 


Mini DisplayPort Adapters 


Connect a computer with a Mini DisplayPort 


output to a DVI, HDMi ew 


or VGA monitor 


© Supports Video-mirroring 


signal transfer Jest or Extended desktop 41014 
e Supports 1080p “eS modes 
e Thunderbolt™ compatible 
DisplayPort to DVI Adapter 41019 | $ 34.95 Mini DisplayPort to DVI Adapter 41013 $19.95 
DisplayPort to HDMI Adapter 41018 | $ 34.95 Mini DisplayPort to HDMI Adapter 41014 $19.95 
DisplayPort to VGA Adapter 41017 | $59.95 Mini DisplayPort to VGA Adapter 41015 $ 39.95 


HDMI & DVI to DisplayPort Converter 


Convert HDMI & DVI signals to DisplayPort & Mini DisplayPort 


e Connect older HDMI or DVI devices to the latest DisplayPort monitors 


e Supports HDMI 1080p & DVI 1920 x 1200 
e DisplayPort and Mini DisplayPort outputs 
e Plug & Play - simple to install and use 


e Built in EDID support 


[HDMI & DVI to DisplayPort Converter | 41047 | $199.00 


Australia’s Leading Supplier of AV and IT Cables and Accessories 
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Protect your sophisticated gaming equipment from power (es 
outages and surges. Protect your hard won resources 

and high scores with the power protection that only the 

Australian UPS can give you. PowerShield it! 


Ask for PowerShield power protection now at your favorite IT store 


"Featured UPS: PwerShield Defender 1600. 


www.powershield.com.au 
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QNAP All-in-1 NAS QNAP 
Your Intelligent Private Cloud! 


e Store and back up your files easily 


Share photos, music and videos over the network securely 
e Access your f iles anywhere on iPhone, iPad and Android devices 


° Connect your NAS to your TV and enjoy the HD quality videos 
with new HD Station 


Ee ~ = 
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Remote Control 


QNAP Remote MCE Remote 


National NSW QLD 
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Skycomp Technology 02 9011 2078 Umart Online 07 33693928 
Infotech VIC Techbuy Pty Ltd 02 9648 1818 PC Ezy 07 3359 677 


Scorptec Computers 1300 72 6770 CX computer 02 9233 6288 Betta Computer Services 07 3809 2999) 
CAIR Centre 1300 72 7474 Centre com 03 8311 7600 Online computer 02 9211 0898 


eStore 1300 658 600 SA 

Landmark Computer 1300 133 165 7" CalibreOne Pty Ltd 1300 368 171 

PC Case Gear 03 9560 2122 Ple Computers Pty Ltd 08 9309 4771 ASI Solutions 08 8354 6200 
Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 SUBNET 08 7127 9400 
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Corsair has won more industry 
awards than any other PSU maker. 


The results are in, and we’ve finished 2012 with another year of 
collecting more awards for power supplies than anybody else. 


How did we do it? By quoting accurate specifications. Using the 
right components. Adhering to the strictest tolerances. Pushing 
boundaries in noise reduction and efficiency by doing things 
that nobody’s done before. And most importantly ... listening to 
our customers and delivering what they need. 


And we’ll do it again in 2013. 
Learn lots more at corsair.com/psu 
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The best reason to buy an iPad 


Your favourite technology magazine now has an iPad edition 
featuring everything you love in the magazine plus exclusive extras each 
month including additional photography and video. Change the way you 

view your tech. Head to iTUnes now to download the app. 


SAMSUNG recommends Windows 8. 
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“CORE i5 


The productivity of a PC. 
The freedom of a tablet. 
The smart choice for business. 


The ATIV smart PC®® offers the productivity of a Windows® based PC, 
powered:;by the 3rd generation Intel® Core™ i5 processor, with the 
Gonvenience of a tablet that magnetically clips to its base. Plus, the 
S-Pen can accurately detect the pressure you apply on the screen, and 
combined with the S-Note software - unique to the Samsung ATIV smart 
PCP and smart PC —- makes handwriting-to-digital conversion feel almost 
as natural and precise as putting pen to paper. The ATIV smart PC®® - the 
smart choice for business. 


Samsung AT|Vsmart PC” 


Intel, the Intel Logo, Intel Inside, Intel Core, Ultrabook, and Core Inside are trademarks of Intel Corporation in the U.S. and/or other countries. 
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HMV and the music industry 


failed to change the record, 
says JON HONEYBALL 


G Iconic UK retailer HMV running 
into trouble will come as no 
surprise to those who have been 
watching the evolution of the music 
marketplace over the past decade. 

The arrival of the CD in the early 
1980s was a godsend for record 
companies. Here was an ideal 
opportunity to lift the price of a 
record, with the public swept along 
by the euphoria of a new era of digital 
loveliness. Indeed, the real coup was 
to sell the same CD to someone who 
had already bought the LP. You'll 
notice this was, and has always 
been, a full-price sale of the same 
content. Despite whimpering about 
intellectual property and licence to use, 
the one area where the industry has 
applied no meaningful understanding 
of IP is in the sale to the public. Record 
companies grew fat on the sales of CDs. 
One even launched an airline. 

The arrival of DVD followed the 
same pattern established by CD. 
Nobody got an upgrade discount, 
everyone had to pay full price. Of 
course, DVD brought much higher 
picture quality than VHS, along with 
functionality improvements: decent 
pause, fast chapter access and so forth. 
But the price of manufacture was 
tiny, and the selling price was set at a 
premium, at least in the early years. 
Recently, the same trick has applied to 
Blu-ray. 

Of course, there was a boom in 
spending by the record companies, too. 
A huge amount of recording work was 
carried out in the 1980s and 1990s, 
especially in the classical genre. And 
then, one day, someone noticed that it 
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was unlikely we really needed a 115th 
recording of The Four Seasons, and 
that 114 would probably suffice. Sales 
plummeted and the industry imploded. 
As the public started to move to 
online purchases of physical items, 
often at discounted and then tax- 
avoiding prices, it was the retail firms 
with the biggest overheads that 
collapsed first. For example, Tower 
Records moved into its prestigious 
London store in 1985: at 25,000 square 
feet, it was a CD buyer's heaven. 
Vast classical and jazz departments 
allowed for exploration and discovery. 
The dream lasted until 2003 when it 
was Sold to Virgin Records, partly on 
the back of the collapsing US market 
taking down the parent company. 
Virgin sold it to a management buyout 
in 2007, which struggled along until 
January 2009 when the store finally 
closed. It was arguably the first big 
retail warning bell. Other UK firms 
specialising in the retail of computer 
games found their marketplace 
contracting, and were lumbered with 
ong leases and heavy business rates. 
t didn't take much for their balance 
sheets to turn into asea cf red ink. 
The rise of Amazon was followed 
by the pioneering large-scale impact 
of the iTunes Store, which defined 
an entirely new generation of online 
purchase, download and delivery. 
Despite its many criticisms, Apple 
showed it understood that this was 
an IP delivery - the content was 
icensed to the named person for 
use on multiple devices, computers 
and iPods. It could even be burned to 
CD if you wanted. And when iTunes 
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increased the quality from 128kKbits/ 
sec to 256Kbits/sec, and removed 
the encryption on the music tracks 
under the branding of iTunes Plus, 
the cost for the upgrade was a couple 
of quid per album. A record company 
would have wanted another full-price 
purchase all over again, something that 
the public simply wouldn't stomach. 
Today, the world is awash with 
second-hand CDs. Some firms even 
offer the service of ripping your 
collection and taking away your CDs 
to save shelf space. We've never had 


“The whole financial edifice 
of selling and reselling old 
material has finally collapsed 


and will not recover” 


such a large library of high-quality 
music available for cents per disc. 
And the same is happening to DVD. 
The whole financial edifice of selling 
and reselling old material, which has 
underpinned the record industry 
and its retail partners, has finally 
collapsed and will not recover. 

Yes, HMV apparently sells a 
significant amount of physical 
product. But it's clear that the only 
way is down for this. The current 
decline is unstoppable, and the cost 
of doing business in shiny high-street 
emporia is untenable when compared 
to physical delivery from one-click 
offshore vendors, and online vendors 
happy to sell you one track at a time. 

There is word of an HMV rescue 
plan. This will doubtless consist 
of a huge wodge of the debt being 
swallowed by ex-investors, and a deal 
being done with government over 
business rates. Then they'll try to make 
sense of the new marketplace. I wish 
them well, but see no reason why the 


trading conditions will improve. 
They can only get worse. 
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= 
Multi-Touch Standby O/S 
- ARM Cotex A9, Up to 1.2GHz Processor 
+ 512MB RAM + 4GB/8GB/16GB SSD 
- 4.5" (800 x 480) Sharp TFT LCD Multi-Touch Screen 
- T-Flash memory card supported (Up to 32GB) 
- 3G, WCDMA+GSM Dual SIM Standby; Google Market; 
Quad-Band; Dual Camera; GPS; WiFi; Android 4.0 


DreamBook B7 4.0 Tablet 
From $99 


RRP Inc-GST 
Hf nw 
Mi uch | 
HDMI & USB ; 
Ports ; 
Android 4.0 
o/s 


- ARM Cortex A8, Up to 1.5GHz Processor 

- §12MB/1GB RAM + 4GB/8GB/16GB/32GB SSD 

- T-Flash memory card supported (Up to 32GB) 

- 7" (800 x 480) LCD Multi-touch Capacitive Screen 

- HDMI; 802.11b/g WiFi; 1.3 Megapixel Webcam; TF Card Slot; 
USB; Multi-Touch; G-Sensor; Optional 3G Data & Voice 


DreamBook V12 Surface Pro Tablet 
From $599 


RRP Inc-GST 


11.6" 
‘Multi-Touch 
ip to 128GB 
SSD Storage 
Windows 8 
O/S 


- Intel Celeron 847 / 3rd Generation Core i5 Processor 
+ Up to 4GB DDR3 Memory 
+ 32GB/64GB/128GB SSD Storage 
+ 11.6” (1366x768; 16:9) LED Backlit 10 Points Capacitive Touch 
- HDMI 1080P; Dual Cameras; 3G EVDO/WCDMA; TPM; NFC; 
Digitizer; WiFi, Bluetooth; 2x USB; 2x Digital Microphone — 
pene eee SES ra bee 


DreamMobile M5a 3G Smartphone 
From $249 


RRP Inc-GST 


5” Dual SIM Android 4.1 
Multi-Touch Standby O/S 


- ARM Cortex A9 Dual Core (1.2GHz) Processor 
- 512MB RAM + 4GB SSD 

- 5" WGA (800 x 480) Multi-Touch Screen 5 Points Capacitive 
- T-Flash memory card supported (Up to 32GB) 

- 3G, WCDMA+GSM Dual SIM Standby; Google Market; 
Quad-Band; Dual Camera; GPS; WiFi; Flashlight; Android 4.1 


DreamBook D10a 4.0 Tablet 
From $199 


RRP Inc-GST 


An 
0/S 


- ARM Cortex AQ, Up to 1.2GHz Processor 

- §12MB/1GB RAM 

+ 4GB/8GB/16GB/32GB Storage 

- 10.1" (1024 x 600) LCD Multi-touch Capacitive Screen 

- HDMI; 802.11b/g WiFi; 1.3MP Front/2.0MP Rear Webcam; 
aker; Android 4.0 


pa Scat Pc aE LES 


DreamBook 114 Touch Ultrabook 
From $799 


RRP Inc-GST 


14” 
Multi-Touch 


Long Battery 
Life 


Windows 8 
o/s 


- New 14" Ultrabook with Touch Screen: Ultra Light; Ultra Thin; 
Ultra Battery Life-25 days standby; Ultra Fast-Instant On 

- 14" (1366x768; 16:9) Touch Screen with Multi-finger Support 

- 8nd Generation Intel® Core i3/i5/i7 Mobile Processor 

- Up to 4GB DDR3 Memory 

+ M-SATA SSD Storage; 3 


-1 Card Reade 


DreamMobile M6 3G Smartphone 
From $299 


RRP Inc-GST 


nil | 
| 

6” Dual SIM Android 4.1 
Multi-Touch Standby O/S 


- ARM Cortex AQ Dual Core (1.2GHz) Processor 

-§12MB/1GB RAM + 4GB SSD 

- T-Flash memory card supported (Up to 32GB) 

+ 6” (480 x 854) 5 Points Capacitive Touch G+G Screen 

+ 3G; WCDMA+GSM Dual SIM Standby; Google Market; 
Quad-Band; Dual Camera; ifi, Flashlight; Android 4.1 
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DreamBook B97 4.0 Tablet 
From $229 


RRP Inc-GST 


- ARM Cortex A8, Up to 1.5GHz Processor 

- 512MB/1GB RAM 

- 8GB/16GB/32GB Storage 

+ 9.7" (1024 x 768) LCD Multi-touch Capacitive Screen 

+ HDMI; 3G; 802.11b/g WiFi; 1.3/2MP (Front) & 2/5/8MP (Back) 
Dual Camera 


RoR 


DreamBook U12 Hybrid Ultrabook/Tablet 
From $1199 


RRP Inc-GST 


11.6” 
Multi-Touch 


Up to 2566B 
SSD Storage 


- 3rd Generation Intel® Processor (Ivy Bridge) 

- Up to 8GB DDR3 Memory 

+ 32GB/64GB/128GB/256GB SATA 3 SSD Storage 

+ 11.6" (1366x768; 16:9) 10 Point Multi-touch Capacitive Screen 

+ 3G; Dual Cameras 720P; WiFi; Bluetooth; HD Audio; 2x Speakers; 
Docking Station w/ Keyboard, Touchpad & 2nd Battery (optional) | 

toenails ieee eee 
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All prices include GST, exclude freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions excepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 
- ISO 9001 Quality Endorsed Company QEC11489 - Commonwealth Government Endorsed Supplier 263 - State, Local, Government, Education Contract Supplier 


Build your own dream! 


www. pioneer.net.au 


1300 883 218 / sales@pioneer.net.au 


Dreamcare.com.au 
New online service and. support 
for all brands of PCs, 
and Servers. 


